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Abstract

Piano at the Conservatoire de Paris During the Interwar Period: A Study in Pedagogy and
Performance Practice
By
Audrey Abela
Advisor: Dr. Sylvia Kahan

This dissertation explores the specificities of the French piano school between 1920 and
1940, a defining time in the history of French pianism. This research focuses on the musical and
technical traditions established at the Conservatoire de Paris and provides a comparative analysis
of the pedagogy and musical aesthetics of three influential French artist-teachers of the twentieth
century: Marguerite Long, Isidor Philipp, and Lazare-Lévy.
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Introduction
Eleven years ago, I moved from Paris to New York. Over a decade later, it seems as if
my French identity has been overtaken by American culture: I married an American man, my
daughter will be born in New York, I would rather converse in English than French, and back
home I feel like a foreigner. Over the years, however, I have come to realize that my French
piano training has made an indelible impression on me. During my first years of study in this
country, it seemed as though my French aesthetic tastes were often at odds with my American
teachers’ advice. I believe I have now managed to incorporate new ideas into my playing, but to
this day, the education I received in France still informs my musical identity. With this
dissertation, I pay tribute to all my teachers in France who have helped me in this endless quest
for fine artistry.
In the early twentieth century, national schools of piano playing tended to be more
idiomatic than they are today, and the French, the Germans, and the Russians all had their own
well-defined sense of aesthetics. Historical recordings, moreover, show that styles of playing
were a great deal more diverse a century ago. Robert Philip points out that “ways of playing in
different countries, and according to different traditions or schools, used to be strongly
contrasted with each other, and pianists, string-players and wind-players can be heard performing
in radically different styles on early twentieth-century recordings.”2 The twenty-first century is
filled with international students, master classes, international competitions and near-universal
access to YouTube, giving musicians the unprecedented ability to leap across space and time to
find music. As a result, what used to be clearly distinct styles of playing have started to become
2

Robert Philip, Performing Music in the Age of Recording (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2004), 183.
1

more homogeneous. However, I do believe that certain fundamental traits of French pianism
have persisted despite the phenomenon of internationalization. In my opinion, the “French piano
school,” generally characterized by “elegance, vivacity, imaginative passage-work, authenticity,
finesse and expression of melodies,”3 has not entirely disappeared. I would argue that French
pianists have in fact maintained a distinct sense of style, technique, and aesthetics over the years.
To this day, most French pianists have one thing in common: they were trained at the
Conservatoire de Paris, the most prestigious and well-regarded school in the country. Founded
in 1795, this national and government-supported musical institution is the oldest of modern
music schools and has a history of well-established traditions. These traditions ensured the
transmission of knowledge from one generation to the next and played an essential role in the
development of an idiomatic French style.
This dissertation will focus on the history of piano pedagogy at the Conservatoire from
1920–1940. Between 1921 and 1941, the Conservatoire was under the direction of Henri Rabaud
and piano pedagogy was exemplified by: Isidor Philipp (1903–1934), Alfred Cortot (1907–
1923), Victor Staub (1909–1941), Santiago Riera (1913–1937), Marguerite Long (1920–1940),
Lazare-Lévy (1923–1941; 1944–1953), Yves Nat (1934–1956) and Magda Tagliaferro (1937–
1940). This impressive roster of artist-teachers deserves the attention of scholars and makes the
study of these two decades at the institution especially interesting. The interwar years were
unique in their transitional quality: pianists like Marguerite Long who represented the traditional
French School of playing generally characterized by digital articulation, precision, clarity and
finesse, coexisted with pianists like Lazare-Lévy who propelled the French School forward by

3

“L’élégance, la vivacité, la variété des traits, la franchise, la finesse, l’expression des
mélodies.” J.B. Labat, “Zimmermann et l’école française de piano,” in Oeuvres littérairesmusicales (Paris: J. Bauer, 1883), 14.
2

advocating new ideas such as natural arm weight technique; while some traditions were inherited
and continued from the past, many innovations were incorporated into the pedagogy during this
period. The traditional forces at the Conservatoire were represented by Marguerite Long, the
French School champion, Isidor Philipp, Victor Staub, and Santiago Riera. In contrast, Alfred
Cortot, Lazare-Lévy, Yves Nat, and Magda Tagliaferro were all proponents of novel ideas,
especially in regard to piano technique. This conflict of ideas eventually diminished in the 1940s
as new ideas gained popularity and slowly made their way into the French School. As a result,
after the war, the distinction between national schools of playing became less clear.
The first chapter of this dissertation provides historical context by surveying the
evolution of pianistic studies at the Conservatoire from its foundation in 1795 until 1920. From
the above-mentioned roster, I have chosen to study in detail three teachers who I believe, as a
whole, best represent the fundamental facets of French pianism during the two interwar decades.
I have devoted Chapter 2 to the study of Marguerite Long (1874–1966), Chapter 3 to the study of
Isidor Philipp (1863–1958), and Chapter 4 to the study of Lazare-Lévy (1882–1964). Victor
Staub and Santiago Riera were not very influential, and Yves Nat and Magda Tagliaferro started
teaching at the Conservatoire in the late 1930s and were therefore more representative of the
generation following World War II. Alfred Cortot, though a fascinating subject, has already been
the subject of multiple studies; an additional examination of his influence on pedagogy might
have been redundant. Marguerite Long and Isidor Philipp on the other hand, epitomize the
French piano school during the interwar years, and Lazare-Lévy, an important product of the
traditions established at the Conservatoire, is largely responsible for incorporating new ideas into
the institution’s pedagogy. In addition, the dual nature of their achievements as leading
performers and teachers, made them some of the most influential pianists in France during the

3

first half of the twentieth century. The main focus of this dissertation is to discern commonalities
among these three pianist-pedagogues so as to demonstrate the existence of a French school, but
careful attention will also be given to the originality of these artists. For each pedagogue, I will
create a detailed pianistic treatise that will address and compare the following topics: technique,
fingering, practicing, memorizing, pedaling, phrasing, rhythm, sound, repertoire, and style.
This study is intended to inform scholars of twentieth-century French pianism as well as
pianists, and piano pedagogues. All musicians can derive inspiration and instruction from
listening to recordings of great artists. Similarly, the technical, interpretative and pedagogical
manuals compiled in this dissertation intend to instruct and inspire anyone eager to learn more
about the playing of three of the most important early twentieth-century French pianists.

4

Chapter 1: Evolution of Pianistic Studies at the Conservatoire from 1795 until 1920
This introductory chapter will explore the evolution of pianistic studies at the
Conservatoire4 from its foundation in 1795 until 1920. This historical survey of the
Conservatoire’s pedagogic, aesthetic, and ideological traditions will provide context to better
understand the genesis of the French piano school. It will also shed light on how the institution
established its prestigious reputation and came to be a highly esteemed center for piano studies.
In addition, the study of teacher/student filiations will provide a framework for the dissertation
and will highlight the natural continuity that existed among the three pianists to be studied in
Chapters 2–4 and their predecessors.

Location
The Conservatoire was originally located in the Hôtel des Menus-Plaisirs in the Faubourg
Poissonière (Ninth District).5 This building was not designed to be a music school and failed to
comply with the basic needs of a musical institution, such as decent soundproofing. As a
consequence, proposals of relocation and renovation were made as early as 1881. The supporting
documents related to the reconstruction and enlargement of the Conservatoire (November 14,
1881) describe the “inadequacy of the building”: “The importance of [the Conservatoire’s]
instruction, library, and museum has significantly grown over the years, and, as a result, the

4

The term “Conservatoire” will be used throughout this dissertation but the historical official
titles of the institution were: Conservatoire de musique (1795–1806), Conservatoire de musique
et de déclamation (1806–1816), École royale de musique et de déclamation (1816–1831),
Conservatoire de musique et de déclamation (1831), Conservatoire de musique (1831–1836),
Conservatoire de musique et de déclamation (1836–1934), and Conservatoire national de
musique et d'art dramatique (1934–1946).
5
The Menus-Plaisirs du Roi was the organization in charge of the King’s “lesser-pleasures,”
such as the preparation of ceremonies, festivities, costumes, décor, and music.
5

building dedicated to our great school isn’t in phase with its current new needs.”6 In this context,
the maintenance and storage of the school’s pianos was particularly challenging because of their
large size and cumbersome quality. Finally, in 1911, the Conservatoire moved to 14 rue de
Madrid (Eighth District) and would stay there for almost eighty years, until 1990. Ironically, the
new premises also had poor acoustics: according to Le Monde musical, “M. Dujardin-Beaumetz
neglected to visit the building on the rue de Madrid before purchasing it, and just realized how
miserable the classroom acoustics are.”7 Additionally, the new facility did not include a concert
hall.

6

“L’importance de son enseignement, de sa bibliothèque et de son musée s’est successivement
accrue dans des proportions considérables, en sorte qu’aujourd’hui les locaux affectés à notre
grande école lyrique et dramatique ne sont plus en rapport avec ses besoins nouveaux.” “Projet
de loi relative à la reconstruction et à l’agrandissement du Conservatoire national de musique et
de déclamation; 14 novembre 1881,” in Constant Pierre, Le Conservatoire national de musique
et de déclamation: Documents historiques et administratifs (Paris: Imprimerie nationale, 1900),
326.
7
“M. Dujardin-Beaumetz ayant négligé de visiter l’immeuble de la rue de Madrid avant d’en
faire l’acquisition pour le Conservatoire, vient enfin d’aller se rendre compte de la pitoyable
acoustique des classes.” “Conservatoire: L’acoustique du Conservatoire,” Le Monde musical
(June 15, 1911): 183.
6

Figure 1a. Paris Conservatoire in 1795, with entrances at Rue Bergère and Faubourg Poissonière
(circled in black). (“Plan routier de la ville et fauxbourgs de Paris, divisé en douze mairies,” map,
Paris: Chez Jean, 1810, accessed June 11, 2018,
https://luna.lib.uchicago.edu/luna/servlet/detail/UCHICAGO~2~2~453~1239634:Plan-routierde-la-ville-et-fauxbou?qvq=q:_luna_media_exif_filename%3DG5834-P3-1810P5.tif&mi=0&trs=1#de-la-ville-de-Paris-# )

Figure 1b. Paris Conservatoire in 1911, at 14 rue de Madrid. (circled in black, northwest
quadrant) (Alexandre Vuillemin, “Plan de Paris,” map, Paris: Librairie Hachette & Cie, 1893,
accessed June 11, 2018,
https://luna.lib.uchicago.edu/luna/servlet/detail/UCHICAGO~2~2~445~1239640:Plan-de-Paris--dresse%CC%81-par-A--Vuil?qvq=q:_luna_media_exif_filename%3DG5834-P3-1893V8.tif&mi=0&trs=1#)
7

The directors
Between the years 1795 and 1941, the Conservatoire was led by eight different directors.
Some were more progressive than others in expanding the development of the piano in the
institution. Their decisions, which would directly impact the piano pedagogy of the school, were
based on budget, space, political climate, and the demands of the student body.

Bernard Sarrette (1765–1858)
Term of office: 1795–1815
Under Bernard Sarrette’s direction, instrumental instruction was favored. During his
mandate, wind classes in particular were significantly expanded, since the school musicians were
expected to perform for outdoors national holidays. The Conservatoire’s mission also included
the creation of pedagogical methods for each discipline. In 1798, the Conservatoire’s museum
and library were created. Sarrette successfully contributed to the excellent reputation of the
Conservatoire by engaging the most prominent musical personalities of the time to serve as
professors. Marie-Joseph Chénier’s 1795 speech powerfully communicated the ambition of the
blossoming school: “Suffice to say, and I don’t fear being contradicted by the French or even by
foreigners, that Europe currently doesn’t possess any other institution…that offers such a
brilliant roster of precious talents and rightfully famous artists.”8

8

“Qu’il me suffise de dire, et je ne crains point d’être démenti par la France ni même par les
étrangers, que, dans l’état actuel des choses, il n’existe point en Europe…une aussi brillante
réunion de talents précieux et d’artistes justement célèbres.” Marie-Joseph Chénier, “Rapport au
nom des comités d’instruction publique et des finances sur l’organisation de l’Institut central de
musique, présenté par M.-J. Chénier à la Convention; 28 Juillet 1795,” in Pierre, Le
Conservatoire, 121. Marie-Joseph Chénier (1764–1811) was a revolutionary French poet,
dramatist, and politician.
8

For a brief period during Sarrette’s tenure, pianos and harpsichords coexisted, but after
1800, harpsichord classes no longer existed and the piano had become the keyboard instrument
of preference among professors and students. It was incorporated into the instruction of other
disciplines, such as solfege, harmony, counterpoint, composition, accompanying of other classes.
Sarrette, eager to utilize the country’s resources in order to ensure the development of a true
French national school, refused to rely on the importation of English and German instruments
and encouraged the use of French manufactured instruments within the school (such as Érards).9
The number of piano teachers varied from five to ten between 1795 and 1802. After 1802, there
were three piano professors and forty-seven teaching assistants (répétiteurs). The new expanded
use of the piano necessitated the development of a pedagogical curriculum for the instrument,
and it was thus that Louis Adam’s Méthode de piano du Conservatoire,10 was composed during
Sarrette’s directorship.

François Perne (1772–1832)
Term of office: 1816–1822
From 1816 until 1822, the school was placed under the tutelage of Perne whose official
title was “General Inspector of Classes” (Inspecteur général des classes). However, the chief
steward of King Louis XIV’s Menus-Plaisirs (Intendant Général des Menus-Plaisirs du Roi), the
Baron de La Ferté, was the one in charge of all important administrative decisions, since the

9

For more information on French piano manufacturers, see Chapter 1: The Conservatoire, a
product of the French Revolution.
10
Louis Adam, Méthode de piano du Conservatoire, rédigée par L. Adam, membre du
Conservatoire. Adopté pour servir à l’enseignement dans cet établissement (1805; repr., Geneva:
Minkoff, 1974). For more information on Louis Adam (1758–1848), see Chapter 1: Louis
Adam’s Méthode de piano du Conservatoire (1805).
9

Conservatoire was placed under the King’s authority during the Bourbon’s Restoration.11 The
school’s primary interest during those years was the training of singers. Because of its close
relationship to the art of singing, and because it was necessary for performance, the piano was
still of interest to the school. However, the emphasis was now placed on developing good
accompanists, and priority was given to the teaching of sight-reading, score reduction, and
figured bass. One positive outcome of this conservative period was the growth in the number of
faculty members, institution-wide. In the piano department, the number of professors increased
from three to six.
Also, for the first time, restrictions were placed for admission in the piano and violin classes.

Luigi Cherubini (1760–1842)
Term of office: 1822–1842
Appointed director in 1822, Cherubini12 tried to distance the school from political
turmoil. He was the first in a line of many successive Conservatoire directors who had had
successful careers as composers. Cherubini established an audition entrance system, thus raising
the general level of the student body. The number of piano students was reduced from 73 to 30,
as Cherubini considered Paris to be “teeming with pianists” with limited professional
prospects.13 Eager to improve the overall quality of the teaching, he furthered the official

11

The Restoration (1814–1830) was the conservative period of French history following the fall
of Napoléon in 1814 until the July Revolution in 1830. School regulations were affected by this
conservative political climate.
12
Cherubini was an Italian, composer, conductor, teacher, administrator, theorist, and music
publisher. He was a very successful opera composer during the Revolutionary period and had
comparable success with religious music from the beginning of the Restoration.
13
“Paris pullule de pianistes.” “Idées sur quelques articles du projet de règlement…,” in
Archives Nationales, AJ37 83, 10, as cited in Anik Devriès-Lesure, “Cherubini directeur du
Conservatoire de musique et de déclamation” in Anne Bongrain and Yves Gérard, eds., Le
10

pedagogical method project envisioned by Sarrette by supplementing the existing collection of
methods for the various instruments with new worthy pedagogical works by non-Conservatoire
faculty, such as Ferdinando Carulli’s ten-string guitar method, Méthode complète pour le
décacorde.14 Cherubini believed that it was in the school’s best interest to “use all good treatises
and elementary exercises.”15 The Conservatoire also regained interest in instrumental instruction
(as well as vocal), and placed equal attention on the education of pianists and accompanists. To
solve the issue of disparity in the levels of piano classes, created by the very high number of
students and their different levels of prior training, Cherubini created preparatory piano classes
for younger students. Thanks to the creation of new classes in harp, double bass, trumpet, and
trombone, the increase in the number of faculty members that was initiated by Perne continued.
Although he earned the reputation of being a strict disciplinarian, Cherubini’s term of office
(1822–1842) resulted in an efficient and prosperous time in the Conservatoire’s history.

Daniel-François-Esprit Auber (1782–1871)
Term of office: 1842–1871
Director from 1842 until 1871, Auber, a well-known composer of opéras-comiques and
an excellent pianist, continued the initiatives of his predecessor, even though he placed special
emphasis on vocal training. He was responsible for the establishment of a uniform tuning fork in
1852 and the opening of the Museum of Instruments in 1864. Foreign students were finally

Conservatoire de Paris: Des Menus-Plaisirs à la Cité de la musique 1795–1995 (Paris: Buchet/
Chastel, 1996), 69.
14
Ferdinando Carulli, Méthode complète pour le décacorde: nouvelle guitare, Op. 293
(Florence: Studio per edizioni scelte, 1981). The décacorde was a 10-string guitar.
15
“De se servir de tout ce qu’il y a de bons en traités et exercices élémentaires,” “Idées sur
quelques articles du projet de règlement…” in Arch. Nat., AJ37 83, 10 as cited in Devriès-Lesure,
“Cherubini” in Bongrain and Gérard, eds., Le Conservatoire, 86.
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admitted in the school.16 There were six piano classes, two for men and four for women. On July
19, 1871, The Franco-Prussian War broke out.17 The Conservatoire stayed open at the start of the
war: the government allowed students a deferment of two weeks in order to be able to take part
in the prix competition, which was normally held in late July.18 But, during the siege of Paris,
classes at the Conservatoire were suspended, the building was converted into a hospital for the
war-wounded, and many faculty members fled the city.19 Auber, sickened by the horrors and
misery of the Commune, died in May 1871. He was replaced by the now forgotten Francisco
Salvador-Daniel, whose term of office was the shortest in the history of the Conservatoire (May
15–May 23, 1871).20 He supported the Commune’s radical ideals. “Salvador wanted to reform
music and society. He expressed very violent theories with much gentleness, was insinuating,
polite to the point of obsequiousness, and almost hypocritical.”21 He wanted to regenerate the
school’s practices:
Citizens, the sun must shine for everyone under the Commune. No more privileges, no
more professors who, with their small number, selfishly absorb this title of Professor of
the Conservatoire…hence crushing the rest of the talents in France. Each class, instead of

16

Before Auber, Cherubini was vehemently opposed to the admission of foreigners.
The Franco-Prussian War (19 July 1870–28 January 1871) was a conflict between the Second
French Empire of Napoleon III and the Kingdom of Prussia. The siege of Paris lasted four
months (19 September, 1870–28 January 28, 1871) and led to the French defeat and the
establishment of the Paris Commune, a radical socialist government that ruled Paris from March
18, 1871 until May 28, 1871.
18
"Actualités,” La France Musicale 34, no. 30 (July 24, 1870): 235.
19
Juliette Adam (wife of the politician, Edmond Adam) wrote about her role in the organization
of an “ambulance” at the Conservatoire. See Juliette Adam, Mes Illusions et nos souffrances
pendant le siège de Paris (Paris: A. Lemerre, 1906), 70.
20
Francisco Salvador-Daniel (1831–1871) was a violinist and scholar of Arabian music. His
father was a Spanish musician of Jewish origin who came to France as a refugee. For more
information, see Delphine Mordey, “Music in Paris 1870–1871” (PhD diss., University of
Cambridge, 2006), 99.
21
“Salvador voulait réformer la musique et la société. Il exprimait avec beaucoup de douceur des
théories très violentes, insinuant, poli jusqu’à l’obséquiosité et presque visqueux.” Henri
d’Almeras, La Vie parisienne pendant le siège et sous la Commune (Paris: Albin-Michel, 1927).
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having one professor, will have ten, twenty, who one by one, will expose their principles
and share their talents and science with the students.22
But such reforms were never set in motion as Salvador Daniel was executed on May 24, 1871 by
the Versaillais royalist troops during the final Semaine sanglante (Bloody Week) of the
Commune. His name is often overlooked in the Conservatoire’s history and is not mentioned in
Constant Pierre’s volume.23

Ambroise Thomas (1811–1896)
Term of office: 1871–1896
Thomas, a prolific composer (1832 winner of the Premier Grand Prix de Rome) and an
accomplished pianist, was director of the Conservatoire from 1871 until 1896. Strongly attached
to French music, he fought against German influences. Thomas was known to be an enemy of
César Franck and Gabriel Fauré. In 1889, he organized a boycott of the première of Franck’s Dminor Symphony at the Société des Concerts du Conservatoire. Indeed, the symphony was
considered to be a mainstay of German music and nineteenth-century French composers rarely
composed in that form. In 1892, he prevented Fauré’s appointment as a composition teacher, for
he thought him too revolutionary.24 He did fail, however, to prevent Franck’s appointment as a
professor at the Conservatoire in 1872. In response to the high proportion of foreign students in
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“Citoyens, il faut que sous la Commune le soleil luise pour tout le monde! Plus de privilèges,
plus de professeurs qui, en petit nombre absorbent à eux seuls ce titre de professeur du
Conservatoire…et écrasant par là le reste des talents en France. Chaque classe, au lieu d’avoir un
seul professeur, en aura dix, vingt, qui, à tour de rôle, exposeront leurs principes et inculqueront
leur talent, leur science aux élèves.” Jean-Baptiste Weckerlin, Musiciana, Extraits d'ouvrages
rares ou bizarres, anecdotes, lettres, etc. concernant la musique et les musiciens (Paris: Garnier,
1877).
23
Constant Pierre, Le Conservatoire national de musique et de déclamation: Documents
historiques et administratifs (Paris: Imprimerie nationale, 1900).
24
Fauré was eventually appointed as a composition teacher in 1896, under Dubois’ direction.
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the school (one-seventh), he also proposed limiting the number of non-French students accepted;
with respect to the pianists in particular, he wrote:
We count no fewer than 25 foreigners in piano classes. Isn’t it a very high number when
you consider the small number of vacant spots each year, which doesn’t even allow the
judges to admit into the upper-level classes the students in the preparatory classes who
have obtained first-prize medals in the [end-of-year] competition?25
Despite his extreme conservativism, new classes were created during his tenure: music history,
viola, as well as ensemble classes. Thomas was also responsible for hiring some excellent piano
teachers: Élie-Miriam Delaborde, Charles Bériot, and Louis Diémer.

Théodore Dubois (1837–1924)
Term of office: 1896–1905
To the surprise of his contemporaries, Dubois, yet again another composer (1861 winner
of the Premier Grand Prix de Rome) and pianist, was appointed director in 1896.26 Like his
former teacher and predecessor, Ambroise Thomas, Dubois is remembered as a paradigm of
arch-conservatism. Dubois was concerned with maintaining pre-established traditions; his
comment in regard to the creation of a chromatic harp class illustrates his conservative approach:
The introduction of a new instrument at a school like the Conservatoire must be made
with extreme caution, since the Conservatoire cannot and must not be a field of
experimentation. On the contrary, its existence and goal is to foster and maintain the
things that have long been recognized as good.27
25

“Dans les classes de piano ne figurent pas moins de 25 étrangers. N’est-ce pas un chiffre bien
élevé alors que le petit nombre de places vacantes chaque année, ne permet pas toujours au jury
d’admettre, pour les classes supérieures, les élèves des classes préparatoires qui ont obtenu, au
concours, la première médaille d’encouragement?” Ambroise Thomas, “Demande de limitation
du nombre des étrangers dans les classes; 14 mai 1886,” in Pierre, Le Conservatoire national,
273.
26
Jules Massenet was the more likely candidate.
27
“L’introduction d’un nouvel instrument dans une École comme le Conservatoire doit être faite
avec la plus grande prudence, le Conservatoire ne pouvant et ne devant être un champ
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He promoted the instruction of dramatic music over purely instrumental. In 1905, Gaston
Carraud28 wrote:
For the Conservatoire, the theatre alone exists: all music that is not for the theatre is
considered to belong to an inferior genre. The Conservatoire strives only to produce
theatre composers and theatre singers, and, in fact, one could even almost say theatre
violinists and theatre pianists.29
His most significant contribution to the Conservatoire was his Traité d’harmonie,30 which
remained in use until the 1970s. Dubois resigned in 1905, presumably because he was held
responsible for Maurice Ravel’s failure at the Prix de Rome.31 However, some believed this
rumor to be unfounded, and concluded that Dubois simply wished to depart for a well-earned
retirement and for freedom to devote himself to composition.

d’expérience. Il a au contraire pour objet et pour but de consacrer et de conserver les choses
reconnues bonnes depuis longtemps déjà.” “36e séance du Conseil supérieur d’enseignement; 17
janvier 1903,” Arch. Nat., AJ37 195 (5), as cited in Anne Bongrain, Le Conservatoire national de
musique et de déclamation: 1900–1930: documents historiques et administratifs (Paris: Vrin,
2012), 11.
28
Gaston Carraud (1864–1920) was a French music critic and composer. He was the winner of
the Prix de Rome in 1890. His judgments were informed by open-mindedness, historical
awareness and eclecticism.
29
“Pour le Conservatoire, le théâtre seul existe; toute musique qui n’est point de théâtre y est
considérée comme un genre inférieur, on n'y cherche à former que des compositeurs de théâtre,
des chanteurs de théâtre, on pourrait presque dire des violonistes, des pianistes de théâtre."
Gaston Carraud, “Pour le Conservatoire,” Le Mercure musical 1, no. 5 (July 15, 1905): 199.
30
Théodore Dubois, Traité d’harmonie théorique et pratique (Paris: Heugel, 1921).
31
In 1905, Maurice Ravel, a student of Gabriel Fauré, did not advance to the final round of the
Grand Prix de Rome on the grounds that the compositions he submitted were full of harmonic
mistakes. This led to the notorious scandal, the “Affaire Ravel.”
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Gabriel Fauré (1845–1924)
Term of office: 1905–1920
Gabriel Fauré was an unlikely candidate for the post of director of the Conservatoire: he
had not received the Prix de Rome, he was not a former student of the Conservatoire, nor a
member of the famous French learned society, Institut de France. These three distinctions were
often understood to be prerequisites for a position as director of the Conservatoire. As a result,
Fauré’s appointment in 1905 came as a surprise in Parisian musical circles. However, after
almost fifty years of conservative leadership, the Conservatoire enjoyed a wave of renewal under
the direction of Fauré. Fauré’s supporters believed that he was to restore a sense of artistic
purpose to the Conservatoire. In 1905, Debussy wrote to Fauré:
Forgive me for this delay in congratulations…but if we decide to put “the right man” at
the head of our Conservatoire, what will happen? So much old dust to shake off!
Finally you are here, that’s very good, and artists should be happy (even the hypocrites
and jealous ones).32
His predecessors (Auber, Thomas, and Dubois) held theater music in highest regards, neglected
other genres, and devised curriculums centered around the popular style of dramatic music from
early to mid-nineteenth-century in France. As a student of the École Niedermeyer, whose
original goal was the training of church musicians, Fauré had a vastly different approach to
music education.33 His musical training, which included the study of counterpoint,
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“Excusez-moi d’être si en retard pour vous féliciter…mais si on se décide à mettre ‘l’homme
qu’il faut’ à la tête de notre Conservatoire, que va-t-il arriver? Et que de vieille poussière à
secouer! Enfin vous êtes là, c’est très bien et il faut que les artistes soient heureux (même les
hypocrites et les jaloux).” Claude Debussy to Gabriel Fauré, June 28, 1905, Fauré-Frémiet
Archives, B.n.F., as cited in Jean-Michel Nectoux, “Gabriel Fauré au Conservatoire de Paris: une
philosophie de l’enseignement” in Bongrain and Gérard, eds., Le Conservatoire, 234.
33
The École Niedermeyer was founded in 1853 by the Swiss composer and educator Louis
Niedermeyer. Its mission was the study of works of 15th-, l6th-, 17th-, and 18th-century masters,
rather than those of 19th-century French composers. Works of Palestrina, Vittoria, Lassus, Bach,
and Handel formed the core of vocal study, while those of Bach and the great French clavecinists
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accompaniment, and early music, heavily influenced his decisions as an administrator. For
instance, he expanded the institution’s outlook on repertoire. Seeking for the representation of
various genres and compositional styles, he encouraged the performance of chamber music,
mélodies and Lieder, as well as early music. Liberal in spirit, he initiated a series of reforms that
led some adversary colleagues to nickname him “Robespierre.” An important reform was his
decision to exclude professors of the school from admission jury committees. His progressive
thinking is summed up in these words:
I would like to encourage an art that is at once classical and modern, which sacrifices
neither current taste to healthy tradition, nor tradition to the whims of fashion. But, above
all, I advocate liberalism: I don't want to exclude any serious conceptions. I am not biased
toward any one school and censure no genre that is the product of a thoughtful and
authentic doctrine.34
During his term, the school finally moved to a new location (14 rue de Madrid), a long-awaited
improvement, and classes became co-ed in 1919. Also worthy of mention is the creation of the
prix d’honneur for exceptional piano and violin students.35 The recipients of the prix d’honneur
earned the opportunity to audition for the most prestigious concert series in Paris (Société des
Concerts, Lamoureux and Colonne). Gail Hilson Woldu explains:
Although Fauré’s reasons for creating the special award are given in neither the articles
themselves nor contemporaneous documents, it is probable that they were founded on
both his desire to acknowledge superior accomplishment and, even more important, his

were at the heart of keyboard study. It was the only school in France that aimed to train church
musicians.
34
“Je désire être l'auxiliaire d'un art à la fois classique et moderne, qui ne sacrifie ni le goût
actuel aux saines traditions, ni non plus les traditions aux caprices de la mode. Mais, ce que je
préconise surtout, c'est le libéralisme: je ne veux exclure aucune conception sérieuse. Je n'ai pas
de parti pris d'école et je n'excommunie aucun genre, pourvu qu'il provienne d’une doctrine
réfléchie et sincère.” André Nède, “Le nouveau directeur du Conservatoire,” Le Figaro (June 14
1905): 4.
35
It was created in 1915 and discontinued in 1921.
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knowledge that the most efficacious way of upgrading the quality of student performance
lay in the promise of honorific— preferably pecuniary— recognition.36
The legendary pianists Alfred Cortot and Marguerite Long became professors at the
Conservatoire during Fauré’s directorship. In a letter to Marguerite Long, Fauré explained: “I
believe it is crucial for the Conservatoire that Cortot be appointed at this time and contribute,
along with Risler…and yourself to the rejuvenation and strengthening of our teaching.”37 The
interwar period, which will be the focus of this dissertation, thus began in this climate of
excellence and liberalism.

Henri Rabaud (1873–1949)
Term of office: 1921–1940
Younger than all of his predecessors, Henri Rabaud (winner of the 1894 Grand Prix de
Rome) was at the head of the Conservatoire from 1920 until 1941, the period relevant to this
study. “The enrichment brought to the Conservatoire by M. Rabaud perhaps resided less in his
innovations than in the tireless work he invested in the school.”38 As related in the Decree of
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Gail Hilson Woldu, “Gabriel Fauré as Director of the Conservatoire National de Musique et de
Déclamation, 1905–1920” (Ph.D diss., Yale University, 1983), 166.
37
Cecilia Dunoyer, Marguerite Long: A Life in French Music 1874–1966 (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1993), 39. Édouard Risler (1873–1929) was an important French pianist. He
studied with Louis Diémer (see Chapter 1: Louis Diémer: 1887–1919) and was one of the first
French pianists to give performances of the complete Beethoven 32 sonatas. He also performed
cycles of the complete works of Chopin and the Well-Tempered Clavier of Johann Sebastian
Bach.
38
“L’enrichissement apporté au Conservatoire par M. Rabaud résidait peut-être moins d’ailleurs
dans ses innovations que dans le travail qu’il y prodiguait, sans souci de son temps ni de sa
peine.” Jean Chatavoine, “Henri Rabaud, directeur du Conservatoire,” in Henri Rabaud,
Correspondance avec Daniel Halévy et Max d’Ollone et écrits de jeunesse (1889–1907) (Lyon:
Symétrie, 2009), 40.
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August 5, 1929,39 the presence of foreigners in the school (as auditors) was now authorized, and
reflected an openness towards the rest of the world. In 1928, Henri Rabaud inaugurated a library
whose books and scores could be borrowed by students. He was also responsible for the revival
of the Association des amis du Conservatoire (Association of the Conservatoire’s Friends) which
broadened the school’s network and enabled certain students to receive financial support.
Rabaud contributed to the improvement of the school’s general level of studies and bettered its
international prestige. As such, he instilled regulations to reduce the number of prix40 awarded to
students each year, thus increasing the value attributed to the school’s “diploma.” He also took
drastic measures in order to ensure the impartiality of judges for the prix competition. He
rescinded his predecessor’s reform regarding entrance examination juries. Conducting classes
were created in 1921, dance classes were introduced in 1925, and the forward-thinking LazareLévy, Yves Nat, and Magda Tagliaferro were appointed piano professors during his term.

The Conservatoire, a Product of the French Revolution
The Conservatoire was founded in 1795 with the hope of fulfilling Republican ideals:
liberté, égalité, fraternité (freedom, equality, brotherhood).41 Since its creation, the governmentsupported musical institution has been tuition-free, offering music education to all social classes,
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“Decrét relatif à l’admission des auditeurs étrangers,” in Bongrain, Le Conservatoire:
documents historiques et administratifs, 168.
40
For a detailed discussion on the Conservatoire’s prize system, see Chapter 1: Le Concours
(The Competition).
41
“Loi portant à l’établissement d’un Conservatoire de musique à Paris pour l’enseignement de
cet art; 3 Août 1795,” in Pierre, Le Conservatoire, 124–125.
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thus fulfilling its egalitarian goal. The Journal de Paris stated: “There is no social class [whose
members] cannot aspire to being admitted into the school.”42
During the Monarchy, music was generally regarded as a simple form of entertainment
reserved for the aristocracy. But, with the Revolution and the rise of the middle class, music was
finally regarded as a high form of art. Embracing the idea of freedom taken from the French
national motto, the formal address delivered in 1798, on the occasion of the first ceremony in
which prizes were awarded, powerfully compared the opposing roles of music in the Old and
New Regime:
This art [of music] was not included in public instruction until freedom came to enlarge
all ideas…. Clever politics used to hide from the population the relationship that exists
between the arts and virtues….
It is [starting] from these points of view that regenerated France has made music
one of the foundations of public instruction….
The time when we doubted the influence of music on generous souls and when we
mocked the power it exerted on the Ancient World’s population has gone!43
It is important to note that the majority of students were from bourgeois family backgrounds.
While a musical career was not a suitable choice for an aristocrat, it was an attractive one for the
middle-class child who aspired to learn the music of the great masters and for whom a career in
music was a respectable choice. This societal condition directed the school towards an education
that aimed to train professionals, as opposed to amateurs and dilettantes.
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“Il n’est aucune classe qui ne brigue l’avantage d’y être admis.” “Article sur le Conservatoire
et ses méthodes; 19 fructidor An VIII,” in Pierre, Le Conservatoire, 140.
43
“Cet art ne faisait point partie de l’instruction publique avant que la liberté vînt agrandir toutes
les idées… L’astucieuse politique avait soin de cacher au peuple les rapports que les arts ont
avec les vertus…. C’est dans ces vues que la France régénérée a fait de l’art de la musique une
des bases de l’instruction publique…. Il est pour jamais effacé le temps où l’on aurait osé
révoquer en doute l’influence de la musique sur les âmes généreuses et où l’on traitait de chimère
l’empire qu’elle exerça sur les peuples de l’Antiquité!” François de Neufchateau, “Discours du
Ministre de l’Intérieur; 4 Décembre 1798,” in Pierre, Le Conservatoire, 900–902.
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In accordance with Enlightenment and Encyclopedic trends, the Conservatoire also took
on a humanist and scientific approach to education. Eager to “lay the foundation of a new
pedagogy inspired by reason, logic, the idea of progress, and mostly equality,” the institution
embarked on the publication of methods for each discipline;44 these methods became the
embodiment of this enlightened approach. As Cécile Reynaud points out in a study on virtuosity
at the Conservatoire, all disciplines were inter-related, with the hope of fostering students who
would become complete artists with an extensive musical culture, and not only
instrumentalists.45 Sarrette’s project for a musical library was another example of the ideology
behind the school’s mission. Sarrette’s inaugurational speech, pronounced on October 22, 1796,
declared: “The works of masters of all times and of all nations, gathered at the Conservatoire’s
library, must offer the gift of knowledge to any young searching artists.”46 Clearly, the
Conservatoire’s purpose was to “create a school destined to regenerate art in France.”47
The Conservatoire hoped to be a model of music education for the rest of the country.
Various administrations tried to influence the curricular and pedagogical activities of other
institutions throughout the country, but budget restrictions prevented the achievement of any
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“Jeter les bases d’un nouvel enseignement inspiré de raison, de logique, d’idée de progression,
et surtout d’égalité.” Emmanuel Hondré, “Les méthodes officielles du Conservatoire,” in
Emmanuel Hondré, ed., Le Conservatoire de musique de Paris: Regards sur une institution et
son histoire (Paris: Association du bureau des étudiants du CNSMDP, 1995), 77.
45
Cécile Reynaud, “Une vertu contestée: l’idéal de virtuosité dans la formation des élèves des
classes de piano au Conservatoire de musique (l’époque Cherubini),” in Hondré, ed., Le
Conservatoire de musique de Paris, 109–124.
46
“Il faut que les ouvrages des maîtres de tous les temps et de toutes les nations, réunis dans la
bibliothèque du Conservatoire, offrent aux recherches des jeunes artistes les conseils du savoir.”
Bernard Sarrette, “Discours prononcé par le Commissaire chargé de l'organisation,” in Constant
Pierre, B. Sarrette et les origines du Conservatoire national de musique et de déclamation (Paris:
Delalain, 1895), 187.
47
“Former une école destinée à régénérer l’art en France.” Étienne Ozi, Nouvelle Méthode de
basson adoptée par le Conservatoire pour servir à l’étude dans cet établissement (1805; repr.,
Geneva: Minkoff, 1974), 1.
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substantial results. It was not until the 1830s that the first succursales (branches) were created in
other French cities. In later decades, three independent schools in Paris, École Niedermeyer
(established 1853),48 Schola Cantorum (established 1894),49 and École Normale (established
1919).50 They were all born out of a reaction against the shortcomings of the Conservatoire and
the French school it promoted. These independent schools envisioned a more well-rounded
education—one that was not predominantly based on the training of virtuosi and that offered,
instead, a broader outlook on repertoire, career paths, and pedagogy. But the reputation, the
prestige, and the fame associated with the Conservatoire’s faculty members made it shine as the
main authority for musical pedagogy and aesthetics in France. Indeed, the highly selective
audition system, the competition for prizes, the quality of faculty members, the successful roster
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See Chapter 1: Gabriel Fauré (1845–1924).
The Schola Cantorum was founded in 1894 as a counterbalance to the Conservatoire’s
emphasis on theater music. Similarly to the École Niedermeyer, the Schola Cantorum based its
curriculum on the study of plainchant and religious music. The school’s education was centered
around the study of the musical traditions of the Renaissance and the eighteenth century.
Students’ knowledge of music theory and music history was considered as important as their
performing abilities. Vincent d’Indy was at the head of the school from 1900 until 1931 and the
school’s philosophy was heavily influenced by d’Indy’s mentor, César Franck. Former students
of the school include Isaac Albeniz, Gaby Casadesus, Maurice Duruflé, Wanda Landowska,
Roland Manuel, Olivier Messiaen, Darius Milhaud Albert Roussel, Eric Satie, Déodat de
Séverac, Paul Tortelier, Joaquín Turina, Edgar Varèse, and Louis Vierne.
50
The École Normale was founded in 1919 by Auguste Mangeot (director of Le Monde musical)
and pianist Alfred Cortot. The school’s intent was to provide students with a well-rounded
education, and to train music teachers as well as concert performers. It also hoped to maintain the
cultural prestige of France by limiting the influence of German music, promoting French
repertoire, and admitting foreign students for whom admission at the Conservatoire was difficult.
To this day, the École Normale is recognized for its international student body. It was also
renowned for its public masterclasses. In contrast with the Conservatoire’s protective attitude
towards the exclusivity of a student/teacher relationship, the École Normale’s masterclasses
revealed a different philosophy: given by the great performing and creative artists of the time
(Wanda Landowska, Blanche Selva, Isidor Philipp, Marguerite Long, Reynaldo Hahn, Marcel
Dupré, Lucien Capet, Jacques Thibaud, André Hekking, Pablo Casals, Igor Stravinsky), they
were open to any French and foreign conservatory graduates. Former students of the École
Normale include Elliot Carter, Gérard Grisey, Monique Gendron, Paul Badura-Skoda, Samson
François, Dinu Lipatti, and Yvonne Lefébure.
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of graduates, and of course the free tuition, made the Conservatoire stand out and enabled the
maintenance of its superiority.51
The Conservatoire, a symbol for fraternité (brotherhood), prided itself on its patriotic
mission: its role was “to train artists who are necessary for the solemnity of republican holidays,
for military bands…and for theaters whose influence is so crucial to the general progress and the
development of good taste.”52 As a result, the quality of education for wind players and singers
became a priority. The Conservatoire hoped to help the country gain musical autonomy and to
stop relying on the skills of Italian singers in French theaters and German instrumentalists in
French military bands. The school’s ambition of musical independence vis-à-vis the other
nations, particularly during Perne and Cherubini’s directorates, also led to the enforcement of
protective regulations against foreigners.
Ultimately, the Conservatoire hoped to be a model of musical excellence for all European
nations. In a study of the image of the Paris Conservatoire in the Allgemeine musikalische
Zeitung of Leipzig, Matthias Brzoska explains that the French institution was admired for “the
excellence of its orchestra, perceived as the best in the world, the collective aspect of its internal
organization, the cosmopolitanism of its repertoire, the exemplary character of its methods
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For more information on the audition system, see Chapter 1: Evolution of the Conservatoire’s
Musical Requirements. For more information on the prize system, see Chapter 1: Le Concours
(The Competition). For more information on the piano faculty members, see Chapter 1: The
Piano Teachers.
52
“Pour former les artistes nécessaires à la solennité des fêtes républicaines, au service
militaire…et surtout aux théâtres dont l’influence est si importante au progrès et à la direction du
bon goût.” Bernard Sarrette, “Discours prononcé par le Commissaire chargé de l'organisation,”
in Pierre, B. Sarrette, 183.
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and…the intimate relationship between art and science in its pedagogy.”53 Many other accounts
attest to the quality of the French school of playing:
Auditors, from Berlioz to Wagner, are unanimous not only as to the quality of the
[orchestra of the Société des concerts du Conservatoire], but especially as to the
homogeneity of the strings and the virtuosity of the winds. Mendelssohn, who visited
Paris in 1832, was also struck by the consequences of the pedagogical tradition of the
Conservatoire.54
A more recent testimony (1996) by Jarek Janowski, musical director of the Philharmonic
Orchestra of Radio-France from 1984 until 2000, concurs with this perception of a French
school:
This force of self-sufficiency, which is connected to the French temperament, and that is
still noticeable in French people’s reluctance to travel in comparison to other nations,
guaranteed the permanence of a strong national identity and the preservation of a style, a
school, and therefore an orchestral sonority that is specifically French.55
We can now perceive the existence of a national idiomatic school of playing, and the
Conservatoire, the star institution of the country, played an essential role in its creation, as this
study will discuss. More specifically, this dissertation pertains to the French school of piano
playing. Paris was the birthplace of the modern piano and by 1847, there were 180 piano firms in
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“L’excellence de son orchestra, que l’on qualifiera de meilleur au monde, l’aspect collectif de
son organisation intérieure, le cosmopolitisme de son repertoire, le caractère exemplaire de ses
méthodes pédagogiques et…la liaison intime de l’art et de la science dans l’enseignement.”
Matthias Brzoska, “L’image du Conservatoire dans l’Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung de
Leipzig à ses débuts” in Anne Bongrain and Alain Poirier, eds., Le Conservatoire de Paris: Deux
cents ans de pédagogie 1795–1995 (Paris: Buchet/Chastel, 1999), 386.
54
“Les auditeurs, de Berlioz à Wagner, sont unanimes non seulement sur la qualité de
l’orchestre, mais en particulier sur l’homogénéité des cordes et la virtuosité des bois.
Mendelssohn, de passage à Paris en 1832, sera lui aussi frappé par les conséquences de la
tradition pédagogique du Conservatoire.” Laetitia Chassain, “Le Conservatoire et la notion
d’école française,” in Bongrain and Poirier, eds., Le Conservatoire, 22.
55
“Cette force autarcique, liée au tempérament français, et que l’on constate encore aujourd’hui
par une mobilité des personnes plus difficile qu’ailleurs, a su garantir la permanence d’une
identité nationale forte et préserver un style, une école et donc une sonorité orchestrale,
spécifiquement français.” Jarek Janowski in an interview with Laetitia Chassain in Bongrain and
Poirier, eds., Le Conservatoire, 25.
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the city.56 Under the first French Empire (1804–1815), French piano manufacturers thrived and
began to export their instruments in Europe for the first time. Sébastien Érard and Camille Pleyel
were the two leading Parisian firms. The Conservatoire tended to purchase primarily French
manufactured instruments; because the school was unable to afford Pleyel instruments, Érard
became the official provider for the Conservatoire and performance halls were all equipped with
grand Érards. Érard and Pleyel pianos both had a fast and light action and were known for their
ability to allow for rapid, clear passagework—a characteristic typical of French pianists, as
discussed later in this chapter. In addition, piano builders often partnered with the virtuosos of
the time, such as Friedrich Kalkbrenner.57 A clear correlation can thus be made between
advances in piano technology and the development of a French piano technique.
In the nineteenth century and early twentieth century, the Conservatoire developed its
pianistic identity. The specific characteristics of this idiomatic French playing style will be
explored in detail throughout this chapter. The period of interest to this dissertation (1920–1940)
is a transitional one in which pianists still had a discernable national style, but also began to
incorporate foreign elements into their art, especially in regard to the physical approach to the
piano. After the Second World War, international travel became more common, radio and
recordings started to flourish, and the era of international competitions began, all of which
promoted cultural exchanges between nations—the French school had to adjust to the
phenomenon of globalization and opened up to the rest of the world, while remaining French in
essence. Despite the evolution of regulations often dictated by economic and political realities,

56

Charles Timbrell, French Pianism: A Historical Perspective (Portland, OR: Amadeus Press,
1999), 27.
57
For more information on Friedrich Kalkbrenner, see Chapter 1: Louis Adam: 1797–1842.
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the basic ideas explored in this section will remain at the heart of the school’s philosophy and
will inform pedagogical approaches at the Conservatoire throughout the centuries.

Methods
One of the most original creations of the Conservatoire was the publication of fourteen
methods designed to unify and theorize the school’s pedagogy for each discipline.58 In 1800, the
Journal de Paris stated:
One of the articles of [the Conservatoire’s] regulations calls for all professors and school
inspectors to gather and compose methods according to which lessons on all parts of
music education will be given, and from which will result the most uniform pedagogy.
This is one of the aspects in which the French Conservatoire is superior to the Italian
ones, where each school takes on the color of its director and where the form and content
of the lessons vary as much as the names of the professors.59
The methods expanded the influence of the school on a national level: “Instructions on the
pedagogical methods and practices of the Conservatoire impérial de Paris will be sent to the
branches of the school (succursales) so that they can be implemented by the directors of these
schools.”60 Through these publications and their translation outside of France into German,
Italian, and English, the Conservatoire label also became internationally recognized and sought-
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For a complete list of the Conservatoire’s methods, see Hondré, “Les méthodes officielles du
Conservatoire,” in Hondré, ed., Le Conservatoire de musique de Paris, 81–83.
59
“Un des articles de ce règlement veut que tous les professeurs, que les inspecteurs de
l’enseignement se réunissent pour composer des méthodes d’après lesquelles seront données des
leçons sur chaque partie de l’éducation musicale, d’où résultera pour l’enseignement la plus
précieuse uniformité. C’est un des points sur lesquels le Conservatoire français l’emporte de
beaucoup sur ceux d’Italie, où chaque école prend la couleur du maître qui la conduit et où la
forme et l’esprit des leçons varient autant que le nom des professeurs.” “Article sur le
Conservatoire et ses méthodes” in Pierre, Le Conservatoire, 140.
60
“Des instructions sur le mode d'enseignement pratique du Conservatoire impérial de Paris
seront envoyées aux Écoles succursales pour y être mises en vigueur par les directeurs de ces
écoles.” “Arrêté du Ministre d'État, du 26 Avril 1857, sur les écoles succursales des
départements,” in Théodore Lassabathie, Histoire du Conservatoire impérial de musique et de
déclamation (Paris: Michel Lévy frères, 1860), 513.
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after. Overall, the publication of the methods enabled the growth of the sphere of influence of the
Conservatoire.
In keeping with Enlightenment philosophies, the methods aimed to convey a rational and
scientific approach to music education. They were based on logical reasoning and progressive
difficulty. For that reason, technical and artistic dimensions tended to be separated. The methods
represented the first step in the creation of a collective musical identity, laying out the technical
and musical aesthetics that would pervade French musicality for the centuries to come and reflect
the importance of pedagogy in the development of a French school. Arguably, these methods
continue to have an influence on the French school’s pedagogy to this day.

Louis Adam’s Méthode de piano du Conservatoire (1805)
Since the interest of this dissertation lies in piano pedagogy at the Conservatoire, I would
like to take a deeper look into the first piano method ever used at the Conservatoire: Louis
Adam’s Méthode de piano du Conservatoire.61
Adam was born in 1758 in Muttersholtz, Alsace, and started his musical studies on the
clavichord and organ. He moved to Paris in 1775 and continued his musical training by studying
the works of C. P. E. Bach, Handel, J.S. Bach, Mozart, Clementi, D. Scarlatti, and Schobert.
Mostly self-taught, he composed a number of piano pieces that were in vogue during his lifetime,
including Variations on “Le bon roi Dagobert.”62 He started teaching at the Conservatoire in
1797, and remained on the faculty until he retired in 1842. He died in Paris in 1848, at the age of
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Louis Adam, Méthode de piano du Conservatoire, rédigée par L. Adam, membre du
Conservatoire. Adopté pour servir à l’enseignement dans cet établissement (1805; repr., Geneva:
Minkoff, 1974).
62
Louis Adam, Air du bon roi Dagobert: air avec douze varations (Paris: Duhan, 1808).
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89. During his four decades of service for the school, his influence on French pianism was
considerable. In 1805, he published his most influential work, a Méthode de piano, which
became the official method in use at the Conservatoire. This meant that every piano professor in
the school was required to teach piano according to Adam’s work.63
In 1805, the piano was a relatively new instrument, and its pedagogy remained to be
invented.64 As previously noted, both pianos and harpsichords were present when the school was
created. However, the harpsichord, an instrument associated with the Ancien Régime,
disappeared after 1800, and was replaced by the new instrument.65 Thus, the histories of the
piano and the Conservatoire ran in parallel, and the faculty of the Conservatoire understood the
rising importance of the piano as a solo instrument. French musicologist Frédéric de La
Granville explains:
The desire to put the piano in the forefront as a solo and virtuosic instrument manifested
itself at the Conservatoire beginning in 1796. The list of prizes shows that the first-prize
laureates of the school—Zimmermann, Kalkbrenner, and Pradher—were first and
foremost virtuoso performers; their teachers did not want to train simple accompanists.66
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The Conservatoire’s regulations stipulated: “The instruction according to the elementary
works adopted by the Conservatoire is mandatory for all professors of this institution: the
Director will oversee the execution of the present regulation.” [“L’enseignement selon les
ouvrages élémentaires adoptés par le Conservatoire est obligatoire pour tous les professeurs de
cet établissement: le Directeur surveille l’exécution de la présente disposition.”] Bernard
Sarrette, “Règlement du Conservatoire de musique; An VIII” in Pierre, Le Conservatoire, 236.
64
The pianoforte was invented by harpsichord maker Bartolomeo Cristofori in Florence in 1700.
The new instrument did not achieve full popularity until the 1760s, when the first records of
public performances on the instrument are dated, and when keyboard music began to be
specifically published for the pianoforte. The first public piano performance in France was given
in Paris in 1768 at a “Concert Spirituel,” the first public concert series in existence (1725–1790).
65
According to Timbrell, “the ‘official’ demise of the harpsichord in France would seem to have
been 1816 – for during the unusually cold winter of that year the harpsichords in the
Conservatoire were burned as firewood.” (Timbrell, French Pianism, 26).
66
“Le désir de mettre le piano en valeur par un jeu soliste et virtuose se manifeste au
Conservatoire à partir de 1796. Le palmarès montre que les premiers lauréats de l’école—
Zimmermann, Kalkbrenner, Pradher—sont d’abord des virtuoses; leurs professeurs ne veulent
pas en faire de simples accompagnateurs.” Frédéric de La Grandville, Une histoire du piano au
Conservatoire de musique de Paris: 1795–1850 (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2014), 48.
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Therefore, composing a method for the piano presented many risks and challenges. Adam’s work
is divided into twelve chapters, covering subjects ranging from basic knowledge of the keyboard
to advanced technical and stylistic advice. There is also a chapter dedicated to the art of score
reduction, which reveals Adam’s affinity with eighteenth-century keyboard practices.
Throughout the work, Adam is attentive to careful gradation of difficulty. A large part of the
method is dedicated to the discussion of scales, which, according to Adam, represent the
foundation of piano technique. He insists on the independence of fingers, which he believed must
be curved. The most valuable aspect of this method is the codification of rules on fingering,
which gave the student the tools to develop a flawless and brilliant finger technique.67 The
eminent musicologist and teacher François-Joseph Fétis68 also believed that the popularity of
Adam’s work was due to its pioneer approach to fingering, writing: “Not many methods have
had a success comparable to this one. Close to twenty thousand copies were sold in 25 years
[1804–1830]. The enunciation of fingering principles, which had never been so masterfully laid
out, was the reason for the popularity of this work.”69 However, Adam’s rules on fingering are
rather traditional and forbid finger crossovers as well as the use of thumb and fifth finger on the
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Adam, Méthode de piano, Chapter V: Principes du doigter, en général (General principles of
fingering), 34–148.
68
François-Joseph Fétis (1784–1871) was a musicologist, critic, teacher, and composer. He was
among the most influential musical figures in continental Europe for most of the nineteenth
century, initiating significant cultural trends through his theoretical works and his concert
activity. Fétis's biographical dictionaries: the two editions of the Biographie universelle des
musiciens (1835–44 and 1860–65) are very valuable works. Despite the subjective nature of the
dictionary, it was a landmark in the discipline of musicology, and revealed Fétis’s
comprehensive knowledge.
69
“Peu d’ouvrages élémentaires ont eu une vogue semblable à celle que celui-ci a obtenue. Près
de vingt mille exemplaires ont été livrés au public dans l’espace de vingt-cinq ans. Cette vogue
était méritée sous le rapport de l’exposé des principes du doigté, qui n’avait jamais été si bien
fait.” François-Joseph Fétis, Biographie universelle des musiciens et bibliographie générale de
la musique, vol. 1 (Paris: Didot, 1972), 14.
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black keys. Finger substitution is an integral part of Adam’s fingering technique, as it enables
true legato.
Much of the method uses musical examples: about two-thirds of its content is printed
music, which includes Adam’s own examples as well as selections from popular repertoire of the
time. Every piano student of the school was required to study this method. It is therefore safe to
assume that most of the repertoire selected by Adam was considered standard repertoire for
French pianists of the time. In 1834, Adam revised the work and updated some of the musical
examples. Very much in the spirit of the eighteenth century, Adam’s method showed a
predilection for transcriptions of operatic repertoire. The examples include many transcriptions
of popular dances and operas, excerpts from Haydn symphonies and Gluck operas, as well as
Rossini, Meyerbeer, and Bellini’s compositions (1834 edition). In the 1805 edition, examples of
works written for piano include excerpts of sonatas by Scarlatti (A Major, L. 345), Dussek (F
minor, Op. 4), Mozart (D Major, K. 284; A minor, K. 310), and Beethoven (A Major, Op. 2)
Sonatas, as well as Cramer’s Concerto No. 2, Op. 16. In the 1834 edition, the works composed
by the first piano virtuosos are favored. Examples include Hummel’s Grande Sonate in F-sharp
minor, Op. 81, Zimmermann’s Sonata, Op. 5, Herz’s Polonaise, Op. 30, and difficult piano
concerti by Hummel, Moscheles, Kalkbrenner, and Zimmermann. The method also features
works from the Well-Tempered Clavier and fugues by Handel.
Frédéric de La Granville highlights an interesting point about Adam’s methodology,
which consisted of isolating difficulties by practicing short excerpts of musical works, as is
illustrated in the section entitled Passages de différents auteurs pour le doigter (Passages of
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Various Authors for Fingering).70 According to La Granville, Adam’s reliance on short passages
instills fundamental practice habits for beginners by relying on only one problem per piece:
The highly fragmentary examples suggest a penchant for a practice in small segments, the
performance of a piece in its entirety being reserved for later learning stages. By
accustoming the student to repeat a specific [emphasis mine] difficulty, Adam enables
him/her to acquire serious practice habits that specifically prevent the mindless repetition
of a piece from beginning to end, a common flaw in piano beginners.71
The foreword of the method, written by Sarrette, then director of the Conservatoire,
emphasizes the idea of filiation and encourages reverence from the students towards their
teachers: “Professorship is a moral paternity that is invested with filial gratitude and piety. We all
know that the names of school directors are preserved from century to century by their many
descendants.”72 In effect, Sarette is already pointing out the essential elements of the French
piano school of the future: good taste is praised and futile virtuosity is criticized; expression,
style, and grace are the most important qualities for a pianist, not velocity. Technique must
always be put to the service of interpretation:
The attentive students who will follow the road that M. Adam has mapped out for
them…will quickly reach the perfection of execution that is distinguished by the
inseparable qualities of good style and delicate taste…. The pianists who have doomed
themselves to only be brilliant machines will one day regret the time that they employed
exclusively for purely mechanical work. In consequence, [Adam] advises the study of the
scores of all the great masters, and he gives students excellent means for learning how to
perform them at the piano, without altering their effects too much.73
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Adam, Méthode de piano, 128–148.
“Le principe d’exemples très fragmentaires laisse entendre un travail par petits segments, le
jeu d’œuvres intégrales étant réservé à un stade d’apprentissage ultérieur. En habituant l’élève à
répéter des difficultés précises, Adam lui fait acquérir une méthode de travail sérieuse qui
interdit en particulier le rabâchage des pièces de bout en bout, défaut si fréquent des pianistes
débutants.” La Granville, Une histoire, 223.
72
“Le professorat est une paternité morale qui est investie de reconnaissance et de piété filiale.
Nous savons tous que les noms des chefs d’écoles se conservent de siècle en siècle par leurs
nombreux descendants.” Sarette, writing in the Preface to Adam, Méthode de piano, ii.
73
“Les élèves attentifs qui suivront la route que M. Adam leur trace…arriveront rapidement à
cette perfection d’exécution qui se reconnoit aux qualités inséparables d’un bon style et d’un
goût délicat…. Les pianistes qui se sont condamnés à n’être que de brillantes machines,
71

31

In the Introduction, Adam poses the new and fundamental question of how to produce
sound at the piano and acknowledges the differences that exist between the fortepiano and the
harpsichord. However, in terms of technique, Adam is still very much influenced by the old
harpsichord technique: “Every movement from the arm that is not absolutely necessary is
harmful to the execution…. Only the forearm must be active, and the parts between the shoulder
and the elbow must remain still.”74 The expression “gracefulness of the hand” (grâce de la main)
is used on numerous occasions and underlines Adam’s delicate approach to the instrument. This
classical way of approaching the piano would remain the norm at the Conservatoire for a very
long time.
The method also emphasizes the importance of mastering the art of legato playing, a
quality for which French pianists are often praised: “One of the most important points in
developing proper touch at the Forte Piano is to know how to connect sounds from one key to the
next, and this can only be achieved with good fingerings, and by making the keys resonate
evenly.”75
Stylistically, in keeping with French performance practice, past and present, Adam
advocates for very little use of rubato: in his opinion, excessive fluctuations of tempo equated

regretteront un jour le tems qu’ils auront exclusivement employé à un travail purement
mécanique. En conséquence, il leur conseille l’étude des partitions de tous les grands maîtres, et
il leur donne d’excellens moyens pour apprendre à les exécuter sur le piano, sans trop en altérer
les effets.” Ibid., i–ii.
74
“Tout mouvement des bras qui n’est pas absolument nécessaire est préjudiciable à
l’exécution…. L’avant-bras seul doit agir. La partie depuis l’épaule jusqu’au coude doit rester
immobile.” Ibid., 8.
75
“Un des principaux points pour toucher le Forte Piano est de savoir bien lier les sons d’une
touche à l’autre, et on n’y parvient que par un bon doigter, et en faisant raisonner les touches
avec égalité.” Ibid., 151.
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poor style and taste. The student is “allowed to alter the tempo only when the composer indicates
so or when expression calls for it; but even so, one must be very sparing with this means.”76
Adam strongly encourages the use of pedals, which he perceives as a tool to enhance
musical intentions:
The Forte Piano can prolong the vibration of a sound only for the duration of a measure,
and even then, the sound diminishes so quickly that the ear can barely grasp and hear it.
Since the pedals can remedy this defect and even serve to prolong a sound with the same
strength for the duration of multiple consecutive measures, one would be mistaken to
renounce its use. We know that some people, with their blind attachment to the old
routine, and with misplaced pride, forbid its use and call it charlatanism, we’ll agree with
them only when they accuse those performers who use the pedals to dazzle the
uneducated musician, or to cover the mediocrity of their talent; but those who use the
pedals appropriately in order to embellish and sustain the sounds of a beautiful melody
and a beautiful harmony, only deserve the approbation of the true connoisseurs. 77
On this subject, Adam may in fact have been ahead of many of his French contemporaries, who
were still used to the harpsichord and were therefore cautious and skeptical of the pedals.
To achieve expressive and beautiful tone at the piano, Adam advises to “never touch a
note on the piano without it being meaningful,” and to “imitate as much as possible the various
inflections of the voice.”78 Encouraging musical individuality, Adam goes so far as to say:
If the student is not moved by the perfect execution of a beautiful line or by a beautiful
piece of music, and if one’s fingers are not directed by the immediate impulsion of one’s
76

“Il n’est permis d’altérer la mesure que lorsque le compositeur l’indique ou que l’expression le
commande; encore faut-il être très avare de ce moyen.” Ibid., 160.
77
“Le Forte Piano ne peut prolonger la vibration d’un son que pendant l’intervalle d’une mesure,
et encore le son diminue-t-il si rapidement que l’oreille peut à peine le saisir et l’entendre.
Puisque les pédales remédient à cette défectuosité, et servent même à prolonger un son avec une
égale force pendant plusieurs mesures de suite, on auroit grand tort de renoncer à leur usage.
Nous savons que quelques personnes par un attachement aveugle à la vieille routine, par un
amour propre mal entendu, en proscrivent l’usage et le traite de charlatanisme, nous serons de
leur avis, lorsqu’ils feront ce reproche à ces exécutants qui ne se servent des pédales que pour
éblouir l’ignorant en musique, ou couvrir la médiocrité de leur talent; mais ceux qui ne les
employent qu’à propos et pour embellir et soutenir les sons d’un beau chant et d’une belle
harmonie, ne méritent certainement que l’approbation des véritables connoisseurs.” Ibid., 218.
78
“Qu’il ne touche jamais une note sur le piano sans qu’elle ne lui dise quelque chose…en
imitant autant que possible les diverses inflexions de la voix.” Ibid., 149.
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soul when he performs, one shall not go any further for one has reached the limits of
one's talent and for nature is opposed to having the student ever rise in one’s audience
sensations that one cannot feel oneself.79
Midway between the past of keyboard history and its future, the Méthode de piano
follows old traditions while being forward-thinking on many levels. Most importantly, it outlines
all the essential precepts associated with the French piano school: importance of finger
technique, minimization of the role of the upper arm, disapprobation of futile virtuosity,
emphasis on good, delicate, and refined sense of style (bon goût), importance of true legato and
emulation of the voice, sobriety of expression, and sparse use of rubato.

Le Concours (The Competition)
Until 2008, graduation from the Conservatoire was based on a prix (prize) system. In
their final year of study, students were required to take a public exam in the form of a
competition for premier et second prix (first and second prizes), and accessits (honorable
mentions). These prizes represented levels of accomplishment and were not reserved for a single
individual: more than one student could be awarded a premier prix (first prize), for example, in
any given graduating class.
The competition system was first put into practice in 1797. In 1798, it received its first
official mention in the Conservatoire’s regulations, which stipulated: “Every year, prizes will be
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“Si l’élève ne se sent pas ému en entendant l’exécution parfaite d’un beau chant ou d’un beau
morceau de musique; et lorsque lui-même exécute, si ses doigts ne sont pas dirigés par
l’impulsion immédiate de son âme, qu’il n’aille pas plus loin. Il a atteint les bornes de son talent
et la nature s’oppose à ce qu’il puisse jamais exciter dans ses auditeurs des sensations qu’il
n’éprouve pas lui-même.” Ibid., 150.
34

awarded to the most distinguished students.”80 In the early 1800s, students were motivated by the
promise of actual prizes. For instance, the very first harpsichord laureate, Rose Dumey, was
awarded a piano in 1797.81 Soon enough the school’s budget did not only allow for such
extravagant awards, and students often received “a choice of works for their instrument.”
Eventually, the title “Prix du Conservatoire,” a formal reward only, became prestigious enough
to create emulation within the school without the promise of material rewards. The piano
competition, held once a year, attracted the press and wide audiences, hence becoming a real
symbol for the Conservatoire.
Starting in 1818, every piano student was required to play the same compulsory piece,
chosen by the Comité d’enseignement (Teaching Committee), composed of the director,
administrators, as well as internal and external teachers of a given instrument.82 These pieces,
called morceaux de concours (competition pieces), aimed to provide for a fairer result of the
competition. A brief look at the repertoire chosen for this event demonstrates that, for most of the
nineteenth century, contemporary composers who had made their career (or at least part of it) in
Paris were largely favored: Herz, Kalkbrenner, Chopin, Saint-Saëns, Hummel, Cramer,
Thalberg, among others. The Conservatoire virtually ignored the great German romantic
repertoire. The repertoire lists, different for men and women, were mostly comprised of serious
contemporary works in the genres of sonata, concerto, theme and variation, etude, and fugue
genres. Between 1818 and 1875, the list of the morceaux de concours for men included nine of
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“Chaque année il sera distribué des prix aux élèves qui se seront le plus distingués.” Charles
Leclerc, “Rapport fait au Conseil des Cinq Cents par Leclerc; 27 Novembre 1798,” in Pierre, Le
Conservatoire, 339.
81
“Palmarès des concours de l’An V à 1819,” in Pierre, Le Conservatoire, 511.
82
For more information on the exact composition of the Comité d’enseignement under the
various administrations, see Pierre, Le Conservatoire, 395–407.
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Hummel’s compositions, compared to one Beethoven composition (the finale of the Sonata in Csharp minor, Op. 27, no. 2). It was only in the latter part of the nineteenth century that the
repertoire became more diversified. The music of Schumann was used for the first time in 1877,
Schubert in 1887, Liszt in 1899, and Brahms in 1900.83
Over the years, specific regulations concerning jury members varied. But, generally
speaking, special juries (internal and/or external, depending on the regulations of the time) were
selected and presided over by the director of the school. The piano jury members chosen over the
years include the names of various musical personalities: Louis Adam, Louis Pradher, Pierre
Zimmerman, Isaac Albeniz, Reynaldo Hahn, Albert Lavignac, Pierre Lalo, Jules Gentil, Ricardo
Viñes, Maurice Dumesnil, Isidor Philipp, Alfred Cortot, and Moritz Moszkowski.84 Laureates of
the Premiers prix de piano include: Louis Pradher (1798), Pierre Zimmermann (1800), Friedrich
Kalkbrenner (1801), Henri Herz (1812), Félix Le Couppey (1825), Ambroise Thomas (1829),
Antoine Marmontel (1832), Charles-Valentin Alkan (1843), Francis Planté (1850), Georges
Bizet (1852), Louis Diémer (1856), Jules Massenet (1859), Raoul Pugno (1866), Isidor Philipp
(1883), Victor Staub (1888), Marguerite Long (1891), Alfred Cortot (1896), Lazare-Lévy (1898),
Yves Nat (1907), Magda Tagliaferro (1907), Marcel Ciampi (1909), Aline van Barëntzen (1909),
José Iturbi (1913), Clara Haskil (1910), Yvonne Lefébure (1912), Robert Casadesus (1913),
Vlado Perlemuter (1919), Jeanne-Marie Darré (1919), Jacques Février (1921), Jean Doyen
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For a complete list of the morceaux de concours from 1818–1900, see Pierre, Le
Conservatoire, 584. For a complete list of the morceaux de concours from 1901–1930, see
Bongrain, Le Conservatoire: documents historiques et administratifs, 398.
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(1922), Lucette Descaves (1923), and Jean Françaix (1930). All of these winners were important
figures in the development of a French school of pianism and the history of the Conservatoire.85
The relationship between the prix and belonging to a specific piano class is described by
Frédéric de La Granville:
The reputation of the title “first prize” is intimately related…to the name of the professor
who trained the student. The common formula “Prix du Conservatoire” is almost always
followed by: “student of…” On one hand, it is appropriate to interpret it as the belonging
to a collegiality, the “Conservatoire,” with its supposed unity through work on the school
method… But on the other hand, when the time of the prix arrives, pinpointing this
relation is equivalent to recognizing in the student the musical individuality, the sound
aesthetic approach, and the expressive sensitivity of the professor.86
This was particularly true in the nineteenth century, but still applied to the ensuing century.
Evolution of the Conservatoire’s Musical Requirements
The Conservatoire was founded with the hope of fulfilling the democratic ideal of
creating an egalitarian education system and training as many musicians as possible. But, over
the years, the school became more selective. This shift from amateurism towards professionalism
(starting in the 1830s) could be explained by the pragmatic desire to train good musicians. The
emphasis placed on solfege (singing by solmization, dictation, sight singing intervals, rhythms,
and clefs) and school methods reflected the ambition to train professional musicians; an
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For a complete list of the competition results from 1797–1900, see Pierre, Le Conservatoire,
585–594. For a complete list of the competition results from 1901–1930, see Bongrain, Le
Conservatoire: documents historiques et administratifs, 398–405.
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“La réputation du titre de ‘1er prix’ est intimement liée…au nom du maître qui a formé
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du maître…’ Il convient d’y voir d’un côté l’appartenance à une collégialité, le ‘Conservatoire,’
dans l’unité supposée du travail sur la Méthode de l’école…. Mais d’un autre côté, au moment
du prix, préciser cette relation revient à reconnaître chez l’élève l’individualité musicale,
l’approche de l’esthétique sonore, la sensibilité expressive du maître.” La Grandville, Une
histoire du piano, 150–151.
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instrument could only be studied at a more advanced level after the elementary principles of
music had been fully understood. Cécile Reynaud highlights the following point:
With this importance given to preparatory disciplines, we can understand not only the
comprehensible pedagogical will to gradually bring the student towards more complex
knowledge, but also a vision of musical education in which each discipline would be
related to one another in order to make of the student an artist with a large musical
culture, and not only a specialist of such-and-such an instrument.87
The limits placed on students’ ages varied over the years and also reflected a trend towards
professionalism. The 1796 regulations stipulated women must be between the ages of 8 and 25,
and men must be between the ages of 8 and 30. The 1808 regulations narrowed the age range
down to 8 years old as the minimum age and 25 as the maximum age (for all). In 1822 the age
limit for pianists became 20 years old, and in 1905, it became 18 years old.88 The nineteenth
century was characterized by lax entrance requirements. For instance, in 1796, the only
admission requirement was to be literate (i.e. to be able to read) and to have “the entire physical
faculty necessary for the practice of the discipline he/she wants to pursue;” no musical
knowledge was necessary.89 In 1808, the slightly stricter regulations stipulated that the student
also needed to know how to write, and that students without any prior musical knowledge were
not accepted. But the first real restrictions appeared in 1817 under the administration of Perne,
who required pianists to limit their choice of repertoire to serious genres (sonatas and concerti)
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“On peut comprendre dans cette importance accordée aux disciplines préparatoires non
seulement la volonté pédagogique bien compréhensible d’amener l’élève progressivement vers
un savoir plus complexe, mais aussi une vision de l’enseignement de la musique où chaque
discipline serait reliée à l’autre pour faire de l’élève un artiste doté d’une culture musicale large,
et non pas simplement un spécialiste de tel ou tel instrument.” Cécile Reynaud, “Une vertu
contestée,” in Hondré, ed., Le Conservatoire de musique de Paris, 115.
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Conservatoire de musique; 15 Messidor An IV,” in Pierre, Le Conservatoire, 226.
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during their audition. The prospective students who best performed a sonata or a concerto by a
classical composer were admitted. As pointed out by Cherubini in 1822, because the piano
classes were highly sought-after, they became over-populated, and the director was eager to
reduce the number of piano students.90 In order to remedy to the disparity of levels among
students, Cherubini created preparatory piano classes in 1827. In 1840, the first restrictions on
the morceaux de concours were also imposed: “The choice of the morceaux de concours will be
limited to three genres of composition only: concerti, sonatas and fugues.”91 The increasing
difficulty of these morceaux de concours in the second half of the nineteenth century also reveals
a general improvement in the pianistic level of the school. For instance, a Clementi Étude was
imposed in 1818, while Schumann’s Sonata No. 2 in G minor (first movement) was required in
1877. The range of technical and musical difficulties presented in a Clementi Étude is very
limited in comparison to a Schumann Sonata. All these regulations contributed to the evolution
of the pianistic level towards excellence.
The piano department was one of the first to implement entrance exams, while other
departments still tolerated beginners. The idea of a concours d’entrée (entrance audition) first
appeared officially in the school’s regulations in 1878.92 In 1897, the audition process became
more selective by introducing an extra audition round:
The competitive auditions for piano and voice will be held in two stages…. The first day,
the jury will decide on the advancement of candidates, and the second day on the
90

“I don’t need to point out…that the openings for students in piano classes are more sought
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concours; 1er Juin 1840,” in Pierre, Le Conservatoire, 308.
92
Ibid., 261.
39

admission of students. For piano, each candidate will have to present a list of three pieces
on his/her application; on the first day, he/she will perform the piece of his choice; the
second day, the jury will choose the piece to be performed from the remaining two pieces
on the list.93
In 1915, the regulations became even stricter by the addition of a sight-reading test to the first
round and by the imposition of a compulsory piece in the second round. All candidates had to
learn the compulsory piece in less than a month. This practice is still in effect today. In 1917, the
allotted time to learn the compulsory pieces was reduced to twenty days. In 1921, ear-training
(dictation) tests were added to the audition process.94 The creation of entrance exams was a
crucial element in bringing the Conservatoire up to the level of excellence for which it was
striving—and for which it is still known today.

The Piano Teachers
A brief overview of the piano teachers at the Conservatoire and their pedagogy will
inform our understanding of the creation and evolution of an idiomatic French style of piano
playing. In the nineteenth century, the stability of the faculty strongly contributed to the
establishment of a French school: the average stay of a teacher was 20 years. Professors often
agreed to work at the Conservatoire for very low wages, which suggested a deep sense of
attachment and commitment to the school. As early as 1800, the Conservatoire made a point of
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“Les concours d’admission pour le chant et pour le piano se feront à deux degrés…. Le
premier jour le jury se prononcera sur l’admissibilité, et le second jour sur l’admission des
aspirants. Pour le piano, chaque aspirant devra, en s’inscrivant, présenter une liste de trois
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only hiring teachers who had completed their own musical studies at the school.95 This
philosophy would ensure unity in piano teaching and would establish a clear sense of lineage
from generation to generation. Also, by entrusting its own graduates with the school pedagogy,
the Conservatoire increased its credibility vis-à-vis the rest of the world. However, this system
was also denounced for its close-mindedness and its reluctance to incorporate new ideas. For
instance, Franz Liszt, arguably one of the greatest piano virtuosos of all time, was denied
admission to the Conservatoire in 1823, due to school regulations that forbade admission to
foreign students. In an article dated from 1835, Franz Liszt criticized the school’s outdated
administration, referred to as a “salle d’asile des mommies” (mummy’s asylum) and an
“apothéose des perruques” (apotheosis of wigs), and questioned the Conservatoire’s oldfashioned practices.96 Indeed, the word “Conservatoire” itself indicated a desire to “conserve”
and transmit a tradition. Clearly, the traditions enforced by the school, the stability in the
teaching body, and the transmission of knowledge from one generation to the next played an
essential role in the development of an idiomatic French style. This concept of filiation was
essential in building the traditions of a new French national school of piano playing. Beatriz
Montes beautifully summarized this notion:
We may forget the name of those who contributed with devotion to the transmission of a
musical tradition, but the fruit of their work is here: the writing trait, just like the
instrumental gesture, recreate a way of thinking and hearing music that persists regardless
of fluctuations of taste and times.97
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For instance, according to La Grandville, in 1845 Zimmermann earned 2000 francs annually
(roughly US $360) when Chopin could earn 2000 francs monthly. La Grandville, Une histoire du
piano, 92.
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d’une tradition musicale, mais le résultat de leur travail est là: le trait d’écriture comme le geste
instrumental recréent une manière de penser et d’entendre la musique qui perdure malgré les
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However, in line with Liszt’s criticism in 1835, a fascinating article entitled “Le Salon
des refusés” (Salon of the outcasts) by French musicologist Brigitte François-Sappey98 ponders
the possible impact that artists such as Charles-Valentin Alkan and Camille Saint-Saëns might
have had on the French piano school, had the Conservatoire hired them. Non-musical reasons
often affected teachers’ nominations. The case of Alkan demonstrates a prime example of this
practice. Alkan was the youngest student ever admitted into the school; a protégé of Pierre
Zimermann, esteemed by Chopin, Liszt, Fétis, and his colleagues, he was, in principle, expected
to succeed his teacher in the post of piano professor. Auber, director at the time, had placed his
protégé, Marmontel, at the top of his list whereas Alkan was placed only third; 99 a contract had
already been drafted for Alkan, but Auber stopped the Interior Minister from signing it and
prevented his almost certain nomination. Antoine Marmontel was chosen in place of Alkan. This
favoritism towards Marmontel could have stemmed from a disagreement with Alkan’s political
preference for the Ancien Régime or simply with his misanthropic personality. Mention should
also be made of Alkan’s Jewish lineage; anti-Semitic behavior could also have led to this
discrimination. François-Sappey believes the Conservatoire lacked broad-minded, stimulating,
and influential piano pedagogues in the nineteenth century.100 We do well to remember that

modifications de goût et des époques.” Beatriz Montes, “La méthode de Louis Adam: tradition et
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neither Chopin, Liszt, Heller, nor Kalkbrenner was associated with the Conservatoire. Instead,
the Conservatoire’s faculty included the likes of now-forgotten figures such as Louis Adam,
Pierre Zimmermann, Antoine Marmontel, and Félix Le Couppey. The twentieth century did
however improve the overall quality of its piano faculty by hiring personalities like Louis
Diémer, Isidor Philipp, Marguerite Long, and Lazare-Lévy whose respective influences will be
discussed later in this chapter and in Chapters 2, 3 and 4. (For a full list of the piano professors
and their years of service, see Appendix 1.)
In the following section, I will give a short biography of the teachers who were active for
a significant period of time (their years of service are indicated next to their names) and will
focus on their role in the evolution of the French school.

Louis Pradher: 1800–1828
Louis Pradher (1781–1843) studied with Hélène de Montgeroult,101 and was the first
piano teacher both hired and trained by the Conservatoire. Pradher believed especially in
technical studies which aim to produce the complete independence of the fingers. The relatively
small number of prix awarded to his pupils in twenty-eight years (nine premiers prix and fifteen
second prix) reveals a possible mediocre pedagogy, especially when compared to the shining
records of Pierre Zimmermann’s students (fifty-nine premiers prix and fifty-one seconds prix).102
Nonetheless, his influence was noteworthy; he taught Henri Herz (1803–1888) and Félix Le
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Hélène de Montgeroult (1764–1836) was the first female professor at the Conservatoire.
Years of service: 1795–1798. Piano method: Cours complet pour l'enseignement du forté piano:
conduisant progressivement des premiers éléments aux plus grandes difficultés (Paris: Launer,
1820).
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Couppey (1811–1887), who would subsequently become important figures in the French piano
school.

Louis-Emmanuel Jadin: 1796–1798; 1802–1816
Louis-Emmanuel Jadin (1768–1853) was part of a long dynasty of musicians associated
with the Conservatoire. He studied with his brother Hyacinthe and pursued a very successful
career as an accompanist in Paris. He also enjoyed a career as a performer and composer. His
class was the largest of all, with up to seventeen students. However, his students’
accomplishments were far from impressive: only four premiers prix and two seconds prix, which
reflects the tendency of the nascent school to hire famous virtuosos, as opposed to real piano
pedagogues.

Louis Adam: 1797–1842
Louis Adam (1758–1848), largely self-taught, had the longest tenure in the
Conservatoire’s history (45 years). Simply looking at numbers will give an idea of his
undeniable importance in training a full generation of successful French pianists: fifty-nine of his
students were awarded a premier prix, and forty-four were awarded a second prix. The first
important piano professor at the Conservatoire, he is a true father figure of French pianism and
considerably advanced the development of piano technique in Paris. However, he mostly taught
women, which limited his influence: women had to fulfill their familial obligations, and only
very few were able to pursue a virtuoso or eminent pedagogical career after the completion of
their studies. His most notable students were Friedrich Kalkbrenner and the publisher Henri
Lemoine. Kalkbrenner (1785–1849) was one of the most famous Parisian virtuosos. He was
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known for his jeu perlé (pearly playing), evenness of scale, and elegance in passagework.
Timbrell defines the jeu perlé as: “rapid, clean, even passagework in which each note is bright
and perfectly formed, like each pearl on a necklace.”103 Chopin is known to have said: “If
Paganini is perfection, Kalkbrenner is his equal, but in quite another style…. He is the only one
whose shoelaces I am not fit to untie.”104 Adam is remembered for his Méthode de piano (which
is discussed above, as is his pianistic style). He has nonetheless been criticized for his
conservative, superficial, and xenophobic musical taste (German repertoire is essentially ignored
in his method); this affected the repertoire played by students at the school since they all studied
the music from his method.

Pierre Zimmermann: 1816–1848
Pierre Zimmermann (1785–1853) studied with Boieldieu and obtained a premier prix in
1800 after only two years of study. In contrast with Louis-Emannuel Jadin, Zimmermann gave
up his performing career in order to fully dedicate himself to his profession as a pedagogue, a
considerable improvement for the school’s pedagogy. His students were very successful (fiftynine premiers prix and fifty-one seconds prix) and his class was the most sought-after among the
piano studios. According to nineteenth century organist, composer and musicologist JeanBaptiste Labat (1802–1875), Zimmermann “proudly honored the nascent national school, and
showcased the roots of the brilliant qualities that would later distinguish its pedagogy.”105
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Zimmermann’s technique was finger-based: “The fingers, or the wrist at most, are the only
agents in charge of producing sounds.”106 An accomplished composer himself, his Encyclopédie
du pianiste compositeur, a rather dogmatic work, was intended to train the student both as
performer and composer. In reference to this work, Jean-Baptiste Labat relays Zimmermann’s
enlightened vision of education: “According to him, the education of a great artist must be
founded, aside from any specialized study, on the scientific, philosophical, and aesthetic notions
that lead to the pinnacle of art.”107
Unlike Adam, Zimmermann taught male students throughout his career and spread the
scope of his influence by training pianists like Antoine Marmontel (1816–1898), CharlesValentin Alkan (1813–1888), and César Franck (1822–1890). He is often referred to as the greatgrandfather of the French school.108 Until the 1850s, the Conservatoire was, as a teacher of
pianists, primarily under the influence of Adam and Zimmermann.

Louise Farrenc: 1842–1873
Louise Farrenc (1804–1875) was only the second woman piano faculty member at the
Conservatoire after Hélène de Montgeroult, whose brief teaching career at the institution (1795–
1797) had taken place forty-five years earlier. A student of Hummel and Moscheles, Farrenc was
a successful composer and performer.109 She pioneered some of Beethoven’s music in France.

“Zimmermann et l’école française de piano,” in Œuvres littéraires-musicales (Paris: J. Bauer,
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With her husband Aristide Farrenc, she compiled an anthology entitled Le trésor des pianistes,110
a twenty-three-volume edition that established a new standard of scholarship in France and
fulfilled her desire to revive early keyboard music. In 1838, her playing was described in La
France Musicale: “Mme. Farrenc is not only a pianist of subtleness and delicacy, with a
performing style that is brilliant as well as accurate, but also a composer whose productions –
full of grace, talent, and variety – demonstrate thorough musical preparation.”111 Farrenc was
not herself a product of the Conservatoire. She therefore represents the new initiative of the
Conservatoire to hire piano teachers who were not graduates of the school.

Henri Herz: 1842–1874
Born in Vienna, Henri Herz (1803–1888) was one of the rare non-French piano
professors who taught at the school during the nineteenth century.112 He was, along with
Kalkbrenner, one of the most popular virtuosos in Paris in the 1830s and 1840s. He studied at the
Conservatoire with Louis Pradher but as Fétis explained, he was also influenced by Moscheles:
“The arrival of Moscheles in Paris, and the concerts he gave there, had a significant influence on
the talented Herz, who adopted the manners of this master and changed his own. From that
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moment, his playing gained in elegance, lightness and brilliance.”113 His playing was indeed
characteristic of the French jeu perlé, which favored a wrist technique and produced a rather
shallow tone. It was described by an American critic who had heard Herz during an American
tour as “the very perfection of grace, delicacy, lightness, elasticity, equality.”114 Alfred Cortot
considered him to be the embodiment of French pianism in the nineteenth century: “Elegance
and verve, the charm of a phrasing replete with clever effects, the polish of an irreproachable
mechanism.”115 He designed a finger-strengthening device called a “Dactylion,” which was
intended to perfect the fingers’ complete evenness, an idea particularly in vogue at the time. His
most notable student was Marie Jaëll.116As a composer, he was a well-known writer of variations
and fantasies on popular themes, genres that were extremely popular with French audiences in
the 1830s. He also opened his own piano manufacturing factory in 1851.

Antoine-François Marmontel: 1848–1887
Antoine Marmontel (1816–1898), along with Alkan, was one of Zimmermann’s most
decorated students. He won a premier prix in 1832 (playing a concerto by Alkan, ironically) and
a deuxième prix in counterpoint and fugue with Fromental Halévy in 1835. He taught solfège at
the Conservatoire from 1837 and piano as a temporary replacement for Herz in 1846. He took
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“L’arrivée de Moscheles à Paris, et les concerts qu’il y donna, exercèrent beaucoup
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over Zimmermann’s post in 1848 and is therefore often referred to as the grandfather of the
French school.117 However, as mentioned above, to many, Alkan,118 a superior pianist, seemed
like Zimmerman’s legitimate successor and Marmontel’s appointment appeared as a disgrace.
Marmontel owed his illustrious reputation to his renowned and talented students, who include –
to cite only a few – Georges Bizet, Claude Debussy, Louis Diémer, Francis Planté, Victor Staub,
and Théodore Dubois. Often teaching eleven hours a day, Marmontel’s eminent career as a
pedagogue was expressively described by one of his former students:
He was a patriarch of the piano. Perhaps he had at one time been a virtuoso; he was now
not even a pianist. At any rate, none of us had ever heard him play. The most he would
sometimes do, and even this was difficult for him, was to play a run, illustrate a fingering,
or the value or accent of a note, but it was done so clumsily that he himself was the first
to smile. But how he made up for this shortcoming in his lessons! In everything he did,
he showed impeccable style. He loved music, and he loved us to for what we meant in
music for him.119
Marmontel wrote many didactic works as well as a literary works.120 His method, Enseignement
progressif et rationel du piano: école du mécanisme et d’accentuation, Op. 157,121 became one
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of the official methods of the Conservatoire.122 He insisted on the value of slow practice and
firmly believed in the importance of drilling technical exercises at a young age in order to
develop finger independence and good articulation; phrasing, taste, and style were matters to
consider during later learning stages. In the words of Magda Tagliaferro, “The Marmontels
[father and son] had firmly established the notion of fast, super-articulated playing; light,
transparent sounds produced with minimal wrist and arm motion. The fingers were high, but they
never really felt the bottom of the keybed!”123
Félix Le Couppey: 1854–1886
Le Couppey (1811–1887), a contemporary of Henri Herz, was a successful student of
Louis Pradher. He is mostly remembered for his educational works such as École du mecanisme
du piano124 (School of Piano Mechanism), one of the methods adopted by the Conservatoire,
which was praised for “the chronological order in which [its studies] unfold, and for their
knowledgeable progression,”125 and L’agilité (agility).126 These works were, and still are,
popular in France. Le Couppey believed that a third of the time spent practicing at the piano
should be devoted to technique.127 In line with his colleagues and the precepts of the French
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In 1826, the official publishing house of the Conservatoire (Imprimerie du Conservatoire)
closed down. It enabled other publishers to print works that bore the stamp of being “approved
by the Conservatoire.” For more information, see Hondré, “Les méthodes officielles du
Conservatoire,” in Hondré, ed., Le Conservatoire de musique de Paris, 73–107.
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Magda Tagliaferro as cited in Timbrell, French Pianism, 103.
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Félix Le Couppey, École du mecanisme du piano: 15 séries d’exercices (Paris: J. Hamelle,
1885).
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“L’ordre chronologique dans lequel [ses études] s’enchaînent, et pour leur savante
progression.” Hondré, “Les méthodes officielles du Conservatoire,” in Hondré, ed., Le
Conservatoire de musique de Paris, 99.
126
Félix Le Couppey, L’agilité, Op. 20 (Paris: Hamelle, 1861).
127
Félix Le Couppey, De l’enseignement du piano: conseils aux élèves et aux jeunes professeurs
(Paris: Hamelle, 1894), 14.
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piano school, he also promoted the idea of complete independence of the fingers. He was a
strong advocate of playing music by memory, a popular practice in the 1880s and a product of
the rising virtuoso culture. His students included Cécile Chaminade128 and Sophie Chéné.129

Georges Mathias: 1862–1887
Mathias (1826–1910) studied with Kalkbrenner, but is mostly remembered for his
association with Chopin, with whom he studied for five years (1843–1848). According to
Marmontel:
We can see how the talent of Mathias was formed and influenced by two different
musical trends. The correct and flawless virtuosity, so well taught by Kalkbrenner, was
animated and poeticized thanks to Chopin’s advice.… To the firmness of style, Mathias
could add colors and melt in nuances, thus becoming one of the most esteemed masters of
the modern school.130
Marmontel also remarked on Mathias’ agile fingers, transparent clarity, and unexaggerated
expression.131 Mathias’s students included Raoul Pugno, Isidor Philipp, Georges Falkenberg, and
Santiago Riera, who were all to become professors at the Conservatoire and influential figures in
the development of the French piano school. Mathias represented the introduction of an
“outsider” at the Conservatoire, a foreigner to the Adam/Zimmerman exclusive clan.
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Cécile Chaminade (1857–1944) was a popular and prolific composer. Her music was
particularly appreciated in England and America.
129
Sophie Chéné (1847–1934) studied at the Conservatoire with Félix Le Couppey and taught a
preparatory class from 1870 to 1920. Marguerite Long was a student in Chéné’s preparatory
class (see Chapter 2).
130
“On voit sous l’influence de quel double courant musical s’est formé le talent de Mathias. La
virtuosité correcte, irréprochable, si bien enseignée par Kalkbrenner, s’est animée, poétisée,
grâce aux conseils de Chopin…. À la fermeté du style Mathias a pu joindre le coloris et les
nuances fondues, et devenir ainsi un des maîtres les plus estimés de l’école moderne.” Antoine
Marmontel, Virtuoses contemporains (Paris: Heugel et fils, 1882), 139.
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Ibid., 147.
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Élie-Miriam Delaborde: 1873–1913
Élie-Miriam Delaborde (1839–1913) was not a student at the Conservatoire. He was
Alkan’s most important student, and his illegitimate son.132 He also studied with Moscheles and
was highly praised as a performer. Timbrell writes, “By the standards of the time, his recital
programs were unusually weighty: in 1872, for example, he played a program that included
Bach’s Concerto in D Minor, works by Heller, Schubert, Weber, and Schumann, etudes by
Chopin and Liszt, Beethoven’s Sonata, Op. 111, Saint-Saëns’s transcription of the fugue from
Beethoven’s Quartet, Op. 59, No. 3, and works by French contemporaries.”133 Of his playing,
Marmontel wrote, “Under his agile and powerful fingers, the sound of the piano is magically
transformed; it seems as though he has the secret to reach orchestral timbers and the persuasive
accent of the voice.”134 As a teacher, he insisted on the idea that virtuosity is only a mean to an
end and he encouraged his students to play in a sober, unaffected, and genuine manner.
Delaborde is the dedicatee of Saint-Saëns’s Third Piano Concerto.
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Dubal, The Art of the Piano, 90.
Timbrell, French Pianism, 47.
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“Sous ses doigts agiles et puissants, la sonorité du piano se transforme comme par magie; on
peut croire qu’il a le secret des timbres de l’orchestre, le charme et l’accent persuasif de la voix.”
Marmontel, Virtuoses contemporains, 162.
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Charles de Bériot: 1887–1903
Charles de Bériot (1833–1914) was one of the most important Parisian students of
Sigismund Thalberg.135 His two books of exercises, Mécanisme et style136 and La sonorité du
piano,137 reflect his musical approach. La sonorité du piano is especially refreshing and
imaginative compared with the hundreds of other methods concentrated on drilling exercises and
obsessed with the idea of finger equality and independence. It begins with short studies on legato
and continues with gentle voicing and sound exercises. In his recollections of Bériot, Paul
Loyennet points out his teacher’s interest for clarity, legato, slow practice, and singing tone: “If a
singer did what you are doing, one would laugh at him!”138 Loyonnet also comments on Beriot’s
meticulous use of the pedals. Bériot favored the Romantic repertoire. He believed technique
would develop itself through pieces, a thought that Lazare-Lévy would also embrace (See
Chapter 4: On practicing). He truly was interested in music, and not technique; he always said:
“Interpretation, interpretation, interpretation.” Technically, Beriot’s recommended that fingers
should always be close to the keys, an unusual advice at the time in France that probably
stemmed from his studies with Sigismund Thalberg. He taught important musical figures of the
next generation such as Maurice Ravel, Ricardo Viñes, Joseph Morpain, Paul Loyonnet, Joaquin
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Leading Parisian virtuoso and composer, rival of Liszt, Sigismund Thalberg (1812–1871) was
a student of Hummel, Moscheles, and Kalkbrenner. “He was noted for his round and beautiful
tone, his nearly motionless control and crystal-clear passage work, and his ability to create the
illusion of three hands by the division of melody between alternating-hand arpeggios.” (Timbrell,
French Pianism, 45). The term jeu perlé was first used to describe Thalberg’s playing. He
enjoyed enormous popularity throughout Europe and travelled as far as Brazil and Havana. He
also lived for several years in the USA.
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Charles de Bériot, Mécanisme et style: le vade-mecum du pianiste (Paris: Hamelle, 1889).
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Charles de Bériot, La sonorité du piano: études pratiques et exercices spéciaux pour acquérir
promptement une bonne sonorité (Paris: Hamelle, 1894).
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Timbrell, French Pianism, 185.
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Malats, and Enrique Granados. According to Timbrell, Diémer and Bériot were the two most
influential teachers of that generation.

Louis Diémer: 1887–1919
Diémer was a pianist, harpsichordist, transcriber, and composer; during his lifetime, he
was a renowned virtuoso concert artist with a highly active career. At the Conservatoire, he
studied with Marmontel and in 1887 succeeded him in his post; he is therefore referred to as the
“Father of the French School.”139 He is very important in the context of this study: professor at
the Conservatoire for thirty-two years, he trained all the pianistic elite of the first half of the
twentieth century. His students include Vincent d’Indy, Victor Staub, André Bloch, Édouard
Risler, Alfred Cortot, Lazare-Lévy, Armand Ferté, Yves Nat, Marcel Ciampi, and Robert
Casadesus. Most of those were themselves to become long-time professors at the Conservatoire.
Diémer wrote about his students: “Thanks to these young artists, my reputation as a
pedagogue was spread to foreign countries and all I ever had to be praise myself for was to
accept the succession of my master Marmontel as a piano teacher at the Conservatoire.”140 The
dual aspect of his career was described by musicologist Myriam Chimènes:
Louis Diémer is undoubtedly a hybrid figure. He led a virtuoso career and performed on
all the public stages in Paris and the rest of the country.… Renowned pedagogue, he was
also a teacher who particularly cared about his students’ career. If he ensured their
promotion in his own salon, he also arranged for their engagements in public
performances and didn’t hesitate to perform with them.141
139

Ibid., 50.
“Grâce à ces jeunes artistes, ma réputation de pédagogue s’est étendue jusqu’à l’étranger et je
n’ai jamais eu qu’à me louer d’avoir accepté la succession de mon maître Marmontel pour
l’enseignement du piano au Conservatoire.” Christiane Becker-Derex, “Louis Diémer: un maître
du clavier au Conservatoire,” in Bongrain and Poirier, eds., Le Conservatoire, 74.
141
“Louis Diémer est incontestablement un personnage hybride. Il fait une carrière de virtuose et
se produit sur les scènes publiques à Paris comme en province…. Pédagogue réputé, il est aussi
un professeur particulièrement attentif au devenir de ses élèves. S’il assure leur promotion dans
140
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He was known for his flawless, self-controlled, and sober playing. In line with the pianistic style
of Adam, Zimmerman, and his teacher Marmontel, he insisted on finger technique rather than
plenitude of sound, hence his notoriously immaculate technique and his nickname “King of the
scale and the trill.”142 Christiane Becker-Derex claimed: “For some, [finger technique] leads to
dry and tense playing, but for Diémer, and a number of his students, it translated into fine,
delicate, supple, and elegant playing, in harmony with modern piano technology.”143 He was one
of the first to introduce Tchaikovsky’s and Brahms’s music to French audiences, thus expanding
the somewhat limited repertoire normally heard in concert in France. Diémer always required his
students to learn a Prelude and Fugue by Bach, a work by Liszt or Chopin (he was especially
fond of their etudes), and a Beethoven Sonata. On the other hand, a classicist at heart, he was not
very familiar with the works of Debussy and Ravel. He was, however, an advocate of modern
French composers such as Fauré, Saint-Saëns, Franck, and Lalo, as well as early keyboard
music. In 1903, he founded a competition occurring every three years, whose participants
consisted of all the male winners of premiers prix of the previous decade; the winner received
the “Prix Diémer,” worth 4000 francs (roughly equivalent to $710). The Long-Thibaud
competition, founded in 1942, was the international continuation of the Prix Diémer and
eventually replaced it in 1951.

son propre salon, il les fait également engager dans des manifestations publiques et n’hésite pas à
jouer avec eux.” Myriam Chimènes, Mécènes et musiciens: Du salon au concert à Paris sous la
IIIe République (Paris: Fayard, 2004), 315.
142
Timbrell, French Pianism, 188.
143
“Celle-ci favorise chez certains un jeu sec et crispé, mais se traduit en revanche chez Diémer
et nombre de ses élèves, par un jeu fin, délicat, souple et élégant, s’harmonisant avec la facture
moderne du piano.” Christiane Becker-Derex, “Louis Diémer,” in Bongrain and Poirier, eds., Le
Conservatoire, 70–71.
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A French Style?
According to Carol Gingerich, “A national school of playing can develop when a
country's leading composers, performers, teachers, and instrument makers hold common
aesthetics and are able to influence one another.”144 This phenomenon happened in France. The
correlation between advances in piano technology and the development of a French technique
discussed earlier, as well as the rigorous system established at the Conservatoire examined
throughout this chapter, led to the creation of an idiomatic French style. This chapter highlights
the evidence of a common style favored among French pianists. There is a consistency in the
technical and aesthetics values promoted by the French school protagonists. Without dismissing
each artist’s individuality, I will attempt, as a conclusion to the chapter, to organize and define
the constituting elements of this important national school of piano playing in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries.
Throughout this chapter, there have been numerous references to the importance placed
on finger independence at the Conservatoire. The many hand-strengthening devices invented in
the nineteenth century, such as the “Guide-Mains” (invented by Kalkbrenner, 1830), and the
“Dactylion” (patented by Henri Herz, 1836), attest to the near-obsession with finger technique on
the part of most teachers and many students. The preface of Kalkbrenner’s Méthode145 is very
informative:
A long time ago I had virtually promised to let my friends know how I had
succeeded in developing this independence of fingers which enables me without effort or
tension to draw so much tone from the piano. Here is my secret:
144

Carol J. Gingerich, “The French Piano Style of Fauré and Debussy: Cultural Aesthetics,
Performance Style Characteristics, and Pedagogical Implications,” (EdD diss., Columbia
Unversity Teachers College, 1996), 88.
145
Friedrich Kalkbrenner, Méthode pour apprendre le piano-forte à l’aide du guide-main, Op.
108 (Paris: Pleyel et Cie, 1831). A total of 31,000 copies were sold in Paris in the 1830s.
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What hinders beginners is the extreme tension which they show in all of their
practice. This tension causes their fingers to become like claws at the keyboard and gives
the hands a very ungraceful appearance….
[The Hand-guide]…will determine exactly the height of the piano bench so that
the forearm…is perfectly horizontal. With the Hand-guide it is impossible to contract bad
habits. …They will find their arms being supported and their fingers alone working
during practice without the fear of physical harm.146
Comments by members of competition juries reflect the value placed on the matter: “She has
lively, brilliant, warm, and accurate fingers, she will be an excellent harpsichordist;” “Good
fingers, she’ll play well;” “Her fingers are stiff, and her playing is heavy” and so forth.147 Piano
methods all aimed to provide the student with a flawless finger technique thanks to hours of daily
practice on finger exercises. This piano technique, which stemmed from harpsichord technique,
involved minimal body movements. Only curved fingers, the wrist, and on occasion the forearm,
were involved in the process. Minimal motion was of the essence; the arm and the shoulders
were to remain still. Timbrell explained: “An examination of French keyboard exercises and
methods from Michel de Saint-Lambert (1702) to Marguerite Long 250 years later confirms that
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“Depuis longtemps j’avais contracté en quelque sorte l’engagement avec mes amis, de leur
faire connaitre comment j’étais parvenu à acquérir cette indépendance de doigts, qui me met à
même sans effort, ni contraction, de tirer autant de son du Piano; mon secret le voici:
Ce qui arrête les commençants, c’est la raideur extrême qu’ils mettent à tout ce qu’ils font; elle
seule est cause que leur doigts se cramponnent sur le clavier de manière à donner aux mains la
position la plus disgracieuse…. Le Guide-mains…déterminera positivement la hauteur de la
chaise du Piano, qui doit être faite de manière que l’avant-bras…soit parfaitement horizontal.
Avec ce Guide-mains il est impossible de contracter de mauvaises habitudes. …Elles trouveront,
leurs bras étant appuyés et les doigts seuls agissant, la possibilité d’étudier davantage, sans
craindre de se faire mal à la poitrine.” Kalkbrenner, Méthode pour apprendre le piano-forte à
l’aide du guide-main, 3–4.
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Étienne Méhul, commenting on Mademoiselle Lavigerie in 1809: “Elle a des doigts vifs,
brillants, chaleureux, exactent [sic], elle fera une excellente claveciniste [sic] ;” Luigi Cherubini,
commenting on Mlle Lavigerie in 1809: “Elle a de bons doigts, elle jouera bien ;” Luigi
Cherubini, commenting on Mlle Lefort in 1809: “Ses doigts sont roides, et un jeu lourd,” as cited
in La Grandville, Une histoire du piano, 147.
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the French have been preoccupied with ‘pure’ finger technique to a greater extent than
pedagogues of any other country.”148
This finger technique resulted in a very clear and pristine touch, often known as jeu
perlé.149 Kalkbrenner, Stamaty, Saint-Saëns, Marguerite Long, Isidor Philipp all played in this
style; the fingers, trained to articulate from far above the keys at a slow movement, stayed very
close to the keys, for the utmost economy of movement. An example of this style can be seen in
Sacha Guitry’s 1915 clip of Saint-Saëns playing the piano: he looked immobile in front of the
keyboard.150 The desire for clarity as an aesthetic goal is the ideal behind it. Laetitia Chassain
notes: “Behind this appears a common aesthetic search: one for precision of contours and clarity
of shapes.”151 Indeed, the French school, classical at heart, has always been interested in the
precision, definition, transparency, and clarity of tone and texture; each note, each voice must be
clearly articulated. Carol J. Gingerich justly points out: “[Clarity of tone] is the general
overreaching aesthetic ideal.”152 For the interest of clarity, the pedal was also to be used with
parsimony.
Documentation of jury comments in the Conservatoire’s archives includes many negative
remarks regarding bashful, brutal, loud, or abrasive playing; here is one typical example: “He
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Timbrell, French Pianism, 36.
An interesting documentary by Rémy Campos, Aux origines du piano français: le jeu perlé
(Paris: Conservatoire national supérieur de musique et de danse de Paris, 2012) explores the
subject in depth. Accessed on July 18, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U_5lVqKg-0E.
For a definition of jeu perlé, see Chapter 1: Louis Adam: 1797–1842.
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Poirier, eds., Le Conservatoire, 18.
152
Gingerich, “The French Piano Style of Fauré and Debussy,” 147.
149

59

constantly shows roughness towards his instrument. I particularly dislike this flaw.”153 Since
finger technique alone could not produce a very warm and generous sound, it was only natural
for French pianists to favor a small, intimate sound, produced by a shallower touch. French
pianists are often praised for their non-percussive and colorful legato touch, which may seem to
be in contradiction with the light and dry harpsichord-like touch that has been attributed to the
school. But, in fact, most piano methods advise performers to hold notes down for the entirety of
their values. French piano methods also frequently worked on finger substitutions. Legato touch
was to be achieved through finger technique. The idea of a beautiful and true legato was
omnipresent in the piano pedagogy at the Conservatoire. Like Adam, Hélène de Montgeroult,
one of the Conservatoire’s first piano teachers, was already advising pianists to emulate the
sound of voice. In the preface of her piano method, she stated, “The art of good singing is the
same on any instrument; it mustn’t make concessions and sacrifices to the particular mechanism
of its performer.”154 Marek Janowski, in an analysis of French orchestras, also argues that the art
of legato and search for colors is particularly refined in France.155
Piano pedagogy in the nineteenth century cannot be considered independently without
delving into the issue of its relationship to the growing Romantic virtuoso culture. Seemingly in
contradiction with the prime concern of acquiring a brilliant and flawless technique, the
Conservatoire showed a distaste for lavish romanticism and free displays of virtuosity. The
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“Il a toujours de la brusquerie envers son instrument, ce deffaut [sic] me déplaît beaucoup,”
comment on Mr. Dubois by Méhul 1809. La Grandville, Une histoire du piano, 148.
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“L’art de bien chanter est le même à quelque instrument qu’on applique; il ne doit pas faire de
concessions et de sacrifices au mécanisme de son interprète.” Hélène de Montgeroult, Cours
complet pour l'enseignement du forté piano: conduisant progressivement des premiers éléments
aux plus grandes difficultés (Paris: Launer, 1820), i.
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Chassain, “Le Conservatoire et la notion d’école française,” in Bongrain and Poirier, eds., Le
Conservatoire, 25.
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school remained rather sober in comparison to the effusiveness of a Liszt and a Thalberg. Cécile
Reynaud’s article also points out the reluctance of the Conservatoire to train virtuoso pianists at a
time when virtuosity was so popular and music so technically challenging. Instead, the
Conservatoire aimed to train “artists, whom by their practice of music, act as virtuous men, and
are capable to lead the rest of humanity in this direction.”156 This sentiment is translated in the
seriousness of repertoire usually chosen for the morceaux de concours. The French institution’s
goal was to form complete musicians, not piano-playing machines, as evidenced already by
Adam’s piano method in 1805.157 Therefore, piano pedagogy at the Conservatoire always
insisted on technique being to the service of interpretation. This idea will remain a fundamental
one in the school’s philosophy.
This cautious attitude towards virtuosity falls under the larger umbrella of general
restraint. Sobriety and self-control are highly valued in French culture. Throughout this study,
one word appears again and again: taste. The French, as a people, are obsessed with bon goût
(good taste). In music-making as in other aspects of French culture, elegance, grace, delicacy,
finesse, restraint of feelings, clarity, transparency, strict tempo, are all necessary elements to
achieve a refined and tasteful performance, the ultimate goal. In music, it applies to tempo
rubato, which ought to be minimal (as directed by Adam in his piano method), and to the
expression of inner feelings: sentimentalism was the object of scorn. French performers prided
themselves in maintaining an emotional distance from the music. “Depth of feeling does not
require exaggeration or extremes.”158 This style of playing required humility from the performer
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“Des artistes qui, par leur pratique de la musique, se conduisent en hommes vertueux, et
soient capables de mener le reste de l’humanité dans cette voie.” Cécile Reynaud, “Une vertu
contestée,” in Hondré, ed., Le Conservatoire de musique de Paris, 113.
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See Chapter 1: Louis Adam’s Méthode de piano du Conservatoire (1805).
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Daniel Éricourt as cited in Gingerich, “The French Piano Style of Fauré and Debussy,” 163.
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and reverence for the score. More so than any other school (Russian, American, and German),
French pedagogues adopt a skeptical attitude towards the freedom allowed to performers in the
name of “personality” and “interpretation.” This philosophy continued to evolve throughout the
twentieth century and will be explored in later chapters.
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Chapter 2: Marguerite Long’s Pianism and Pedagogy

Figure 2.1. Marguerite Long at the piano, right profile, hands on the piano. Photo by G. L.
Manuel Frères. Fonds Marguerite Long, Médiathèque Musicale Mahler, Paris. Used by
permission.

Marguerite Long (b. Nîmes, November 13, 1874–d. Paris, February 19, 1966)
This chapter will investigate the role of the legendary pianist and teacher Marguerite
Long, also known as “La Grande Dame” (The Great Lady) and “La Reine des pianistes” (The
Queen of Pianists)—the epitome of French piano school.
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Biography
At the age of fourteen, Marguerite Long left her native city of Nîmes, in southern France,
and moved to Paris in order to pursue her musical studies. In 1889, she was admitted to the
Conservatoire and studied in the preparatory division with Sophie Chéné.159 The following year,
she studied with Henri Fissot160 in the Classe Supérieure (Advanced Class). She received a
premier prix (first prize) in 1891, after only two years of study at the Conservatoire. Years later,
Long recalled the moments after the reception of the award: she cried. Why? Because she
realized she was about to dedicate her life to music, understood how little she knew, and realized
how much she still had to learn.161 This anecdote is revelatory of Marguerite Long’s early sense
of work ethic and musical responsibility. She then studied privately with Antonin Marmontel fils
(son),162 who embodied the nineteenth-century traditions in French pianism. For many years, she
went to his house on Sundays to take lessons. She considered Marmontel to be her true teacher
and attributed her pedagogical success to the years she had spent with him. At the turn of the
century, Marguerite Long was ready to begin her illustrious dual career as a performer and a
pedagogue.
Marguerite Long’s concert career was launched in 1903, after her concerto debut with the
Lamoureux Orchestra, performing Franck’s Variations Symphoniques. Her subsequent
engagements took her from South America to Russia. She traveled throughout a dozen European
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Sophie Chéné (1847–1934) studied at the Conservatoire with Félix Le Couppey and taught a
preparatory class from 1870 to 1920.
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Henri Fissot (1843–1896) studied at the Conservatoire with Antoine Marmontel and taught an
advanced class from 1887 to 1896.
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Cecilia Dunoyer, Marguerite Long: A Life in French Music 1874–1966 (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1993), 13.
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Antonin Marmontel (1850–1907) studied at the Conservatoire with his father Antoine
Marmontel and taught an advanced class from 1901 to 1907.
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countries and the United Kingdom, performing with the most eminent orchestras and
conductors.163 In Paris, she was invited to perform with the leading orchestras and was featured
in the most prestigious venues in the city.164 She was also an esteemed chamber musician. She
collaborated with Jacques Thibaud, Pierre Fournier, the Capet Quartet, André Hekking, Claire
Croiza, among others. The 1920s and 1930s marked a high point in her career, which continued
to bloom, in order to finally reach its climax in the 1940s and 1950s. She bid farewell to the
stage in 1959, at the advanced age of eighty-four, performing one of her signature pieces, Gabriel
Fauré’s Ballade, Op. 19, under Désiré-Emile Inghelbrecht’s baton at the Théâtre des ChampsÉlysées—and was called back on stage twelve times.

Margurite Long’s Pianistic Style
Pianist Jean-Philippe Collard has said, “The old French [piano] school hasn’t really
existed since Long died in the mid-1960s.”165 She was indeed the personification of French
pianistic art. In the preface of her piano method, Le piano (1959), she defined the aesthetic
connections that exist among French pianists:
But, while claiming the privilege of universality, which should be a quality of all
works of art, I believe that each country, each nation, each race, each culture instinctively
honors them in its own way. At birth, we join a mysterious and unspoken ideal that marks
a person forever. In spite of the diverse temperaments of our great virtuosos, one can
observe certain common features among them. Pianists as different as Planté, Diémer,
Pugno, Risler, Saint-Saëns, and Delaborde were united by an innate kinship of technique
163

She played under the baton of Camille Chevillard, Charles Münch, André Messager, Kirill
Kondrashin, André Cluytens, Eugène Ormandy, Léon Jehin, Felix Weingartner, George Tzipine,
Désiré-Emile Inghelbrecht, Gabriel Pierné, Eugène Goossens, among others.
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venues included the Salle Pleyel, Salle Érard, Salle Gaveau, Théâtre des Champs-Élysées, and
Palais de Chaillot.
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and style made up of clarity, ease, moderation, elegance, and tact. French playing is lucid,
precise, and slender. If it concentrates above all on grace rather than force, preserving
especially its equilibrium and sense of proportion, it does not bow to any other in its
power, profundity, and inner emotion.166

Marguerite Long excelled at the jeu perlé. She was praised for her clean, clear,
transparent, articulated playing.167 In 1907, Amédée Boutarel wrote, “The absolute facility of her
playing, the clarity of her mechanism, the limpidity of the notes she pronounces could be
counted in passing like pearls of perfect equality, prove once again that the technique of the artist
is rigorously impeccable.”168 Her technique was in direct correlation with the French instruments
of the late-nineteenth/early-twentieth century. Compared to the modern Steinway, the Érard and
Pleyel pianos of her time had a light action and shallow keys; they were suited for a clear and
articulated playing like hers. The sonority of the French pianos was never percussive; Francis
Poulenc used to say, “We revel in [Érard] pianos’ pretty sonorities…”169 Her experience with
166

“Mais, tout en revendiquant le privilège d’universalité dont doivent bénéficier les chefsd’œuvre de l’art, j’estime que chaque pays, chaque nation, chaque race, chaque culture les
honore instinctivement à sa façon. Nous adhérons en naissant, à un idéal mystérieux et informulé
qui nous marque pour toujours. Malgré la diversité de tempérament des grands virtuoses de chez
nous, on peut observer, chez tous, certains caractères communs. Des pianistes aussi différents les
uns des autres que le furent un Planté, un Diémer, un Pugno, un Risler, un Saint-Saëns, un
Delaborde, ont été unis par une secrète parenté de technique et de style, faite de clarté, de
souplesse, de mesure, d’élégance et de tact. Le jeu français est lucide, précis, délié. S’il se
complaît parfois dans la grâce plus que dans la force, tout en gardant son équilibre et le sens des
proportions, il ne le cède à aucun autre sous le rapport de la puissance, de la profondeur et de
l’émotion intérieures.” Marguerite Long, Le piano (Paris: Salabert, 1959), ii.
167
The literature pertaining to Marguerite Long abundantly employs these adjectives. These
sources include: Timbrell, French Pianism; Dunoyer, Marguerite Long; Janine Weill,
Marguerite Long: une vie fascinante (Paris: Julliard, 1969); concert reviews as cited throughout
the chapter.
168
“L’aisance absolue de son jeu, la clarté de son mécanisme, la limpidité des notes qu’elle
égrène, et que l’on pourrait compter au passage comme des perles d’une égalité parfaite,
démontrent une fois de plus que la technique de l’artiste est rigoureusement impeccable.”
Amédée Boutarel, “Revue des grands concerts,” Le Ménestrel 73, no. 9 (March 2, 1907): 69.
169
“On se noie dans ces pianos à jolies sonorités…” Francis Poulenc to Marguerite Long, June
10, 1931, Fonds Marguerite Long, Médiathèque Musicale Mahler, Paris.
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these instruments may have led to her natural disinclination for brutal and aggressive music. She
claimed, “The art of piano is getting lost; sure, we play better and better, especially faster and
faster, and composers are partly responsible for this decadence; they make you play
“percussively.” It’s very beautiful, Bartók, Prokofieff, but we lose the sense of touch… And
Chopin is suffering from it.”170
She was known for her dazzling technique and virtuosity. When a pianist came to Ravel
to play the Prélude from the Tombeau de Couperin, Ravel apparently always said, “Not so quick
as Marguerite Long.” One day, “La Grande Dame” finally asked the composer “Why do you
always say that? Either my tempo is wrong, or you underestimate the ability of your
interpreters.” Ravel answered, “Because, as far as you are concerned, one is sure to hear all the
notes.”171
She was also lauded for her sense of tone and color, which was described in Le Ménestrel
as follows: “A diaphanous sound that never loses a note in the pianos and that swells without
ever being harsh in the fortes, giving the exact required intensity to maintain its place in a
concert with other instruments involved.”172 But critics also applauded the passion in her playing
and qualified her as a “musician with an ardent soul.”173 The press often commented on her
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“La science du piano se perd; certes l’on joue de mieux en mieux, de plus en plus vite surtout,
les compositeurs ont leur responsabilité dans cette décadence; ils font jouer “percutant.” C’est
très beau: Bartók, Prokofieff, mais on perd le sens du toucher… Et Chopin en souffre….”
Marguerite Long as quoted in Weill, Marguerite Long, 229.
171
Marguerite Long, At the Piano with Ravel, ed. Pierre Laumonier and trans. Olive Senior-Ellis
(London: Dent, 1973), 94.
172
“Un son diaphane dont on ne perd pas une note dans les piano et qui s’enfle sans jamais être
dur dans les forte, donnant exactement l’intensité qu’il faut pour tenir sa place dans le concert
engagé avec les autres instruments.” Jean Lobrot, “Les grands concerts,” Le Ménestrel 84, no. 4
(January 27, 1922): 37.
173
“Musicienne à l’âme ardente.” Midi-Artiste article as cited in Henri Heugel, “Nouvelles
diverses,” Le Ménestrel 70, no. 20 (May 15, 1904): 160.
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“intelligent” playing, suggesting that she was more than just a virtuoso pianist: “She’s a sensitive
one, an intelligent one! With her, the piano disappears, the soul sings.”174 Her former student
Gabriel Tacchino expressed his admiration in a 1986 radio interview honoring the twentieth
anniversary of the artist’s death:
But what Long managed to do with her fingers, was rather extraordinary. She had an
extremely wide sound palette, and each note was a pearl. I was always struck by her stage
presence. She was really the kind of artist who was incomparably more effective on stage
than through recordings, particularly those old recordings.175
A description of her playing style would be incomplete without mentioning her refined
and restrained sense of elegance, a quality so dear to the French, as we will see throughout this
dissertation. About the slow movement of Chopin Concerto in F minor, former student and
French pianist Thérèse Dussaut explained, “It was a moment of restrained emotion, of magical
sounds suspended in the air, of equilibrium, of modesty that ended up bowling you over.”176
Roger Vinteuil’s 1937 review also expressed his admiration for Long’s sober interpretation:
She plays…with the will and the visible conscience of perpetuating a style, of
maintaining a tradition of purity, elegance, unrivaled perfection. I know there will be
sensitive souls who will expect of Frédéric Chopin’s F Minor Concerto a major degree of
passion and fever, and of this Fantasie for piano solo, also in F Minor, something slightly
more fervent and heroic at times. But it would be appropriate to tell these sensitive souls
that their taste must be refined and tempered until they are satisfied with this string of
round polished, perfect pearls. 177
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“C’est une sensitive, une intelligente! Avec elle, le piano disparaît, l’âme chante…” Charles
Tardieu, “Chroniques de la semaine,” Le Guide musical 49, no. 19 (May 10, 1903): 420.
175
France-Musique, “Désaccord parfait,” 1986 as cited in Dunoyer, Marguerite Long, 160.
176
Thérèse Dussaut as cited in Timbrell, French Pianism, 94.
177
“Elle joue…avec la volonté et la conscience visible de perpétuer un style, de maintenir une
tradition d’une pureté, d’une élégance, d’une perfection sans rivales. Je sais bien qu’il se
trouvera des âmes sensibles pour attendre du Concerto en fa mineur de Frédéric Chopin un degré
majeur de passion et de fièvre, et de cette Fantaisie pour clavier seul, en fa mineur elle aussi, je
ne sais quoi de plus emporté et parfois de plus héroïque. Mais il convient de dire à ces âmes
sensibles que leur goût devra s’affiner, se tempérer jusqu’à se satisfaire de ce ruissellement de
perles rondes, polies, parfaites.” Roger Vinteuil, “Les grands concerts,” Le Ménestrel 99, no. 51
(December 17, 1937): 340.
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Even though she was not the only one, Marguerite Long was one of the first women in
France to be an acclaimed concert-pianist and pedagogue. The rise of female piano virtuosi
began in the 1840s: the names of Louise Farrenc,178 Marie Pleyel,179 Marie Jaëll,180 and, later on,
Blanche Selva181 come to mind as predecessors and contemporaries of Long. This phenomenon,
labeled the “Pink Peril,” was described in 1912 by critic Émile Vuillermoz:
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For more information on Louise Farrenc (1804–1875), see Chapter 1: Louise Farrenc: 1842–
1873.
179
Friend of Liszt and Mendelssohn, and wife of piano manufacturer Camille Pleyel, Marie
Pleyel (1811–1875) was a French pianist, teacher, and composer. She studied piano with Ignaz
Moscheles and Frédéric Kalkbrenner. She concertized throughout Europe (Bonn, Dresden,
Leipzig, Vienna, St Petersburg, Paris and London) and taught piano at Brussels Conservatory
from 1848 until 1872. In his Biographie universelle des musiciens et bibliographie générale de
la musique, Fétis wrote that she was responsible for the establishment of a true school of piano
playing in Belgium and that her playing was notable for astonishing technical facility, but also
for strength, tonal modifications, charm and poetry (Fétis, Biographie universelle, vol. 7, 80.)
180
Marie Jaëll (1846–1925) was a French pianist, composer and pedagogue. She studied piano in
Germany with Ignaz Moscheles and by the age of nine, she concertized throughout Germany,
Switzerland and France. She then entered the Conservatoire, where she studied with Henri Herz.
She had a very extensive repertoire, and in 1893, was the first to perform all the Beethoven
Sonatas in Paris. She also performed the complete works of Liszt in 1891 and the complete
works of Schumann in 1904. Liszt, who described Jaëll as “the impassioned French Alsatian
virtuoso and scintillating composer,” was a great influence in her life. Around 1890, Jaëll started
suffering from tendinitis and began receiving mixed concert reviews; this is when she devoted
herself to teaching, researching piano pedagogy and writing books about her experiments. A
student of neuroscience, she was the first to use the physiological characteristics of the hand to
improve piano technique. Lea Schmidt-Rogers explains, “Marie's search dealt with the question
of how the brain controls the hands. The end of the nineteenth-century was a time of turning to
scientific analysis, a rebellion against the romantic notions of intuition and emotion. Marie's
experiments on touch, the psyche and motions of the hand were pioneering efforts in the 1890s.
Marie's writings precede those of James Ching and Tobias Matthay, considered innovators in
twentieth-century piano technique.” Lea Schmidt-Rogers, “Marie Jaëll: Pianist, Composer and
Pedagogue,” American Music Teacher: The Official Journal of Music Teachers National
Association 43, no.4 (February–March 1994): 19.
181
A contemporary of Long, Blanche Selva (1884–1942) was a French pianist and teacher. A
student of Sophie Chéné at the Conservatoire, she then studied composition with Vincent d’Indy
and soon became associated with the Schola Cantorum where she taught piano from 1901 until
1922. She also taught in Strasbourg and Prague conservatories, and founded her own academy in
Barcelona. In 1904, she performed the complete keyboard works of Bach in seventeen recitals in
Paris. She specialized in contemporary music and is remembered for her performances of
69

The Conservatoire, where [women students] are already in the majority, will end by
becoming their personal property, and the classes that are called “mixed” will be those
where the presence of two or three mustache-bearers will be tolerated.182
Uncharted territory for many (male) critics, concert reviews of this era therefore couched their
praise of female artists in highly gendered language.183 The reviews of Marguerite Long’s
playing, as glorifying as they may be, reveal the challenge that was presented by the rise of
female piano virtuoso in critical rhetoric. For instance, Long was often praised for irresistible
feminine charm and talent: “Mademoiselle Long possesses all the graces of the feminine genius
to the degree of which Risler (perhaps even more) possesses the powers of the virile genius.”184
All the while, critics also applauded her strength, power, and “robust talent.”185 In 1905, poet and
music critic Gustave Kahn, who wrote under the pseudonym Pip, wrote, “Marguerite Long
embodies all the graces of feminine genius, united to…a power rare among women,”186 and in

composers such as d’Indy, Franck, and Albéniz. Her “muscular” repertoire, as well the concepts
that are dealt with in her book on piano technique, L’enseignement musical de la technique du
piano (Paris: Rouart, Lerolle & Cie., 1919), reflect her adoption of weight-playing, an unusual
style of playing in France at the time.
182
“Le Conservatoire, où elles ont déjà la majorité, finira par rester leur propriété personnelle et
les classes que l’on appellera ‘classe mixtes’ seront celles où l’on tolérera la présence de deux ou
trois porteurs de moustache.” Émile Vuillermoz, “Le Péril rose,” Musica 11, no. 114 (March
1912): 45.
183
Katharine Ellis has written a fascinating article on the relationship between female pianists
and their (generally) misogynic male critics in Paris in the second half of the nineteenth century.
Katharine Ellis, “Female Pianists and Their Male Critics in Nineteenth-Century Paris,” Journal
of the American Musicological Society 50, no.2/3 (Summer–Autumn, 1997): 353–385.
184
“Toutes les grâces du génie féminin, Mlle Long les possède au degré où Risler (peut-être
d’advantage) possède les puissances du génie viril.” André Lambinet, “Hors Lyon,” Revue
Musicale de Lyon 2, no. 9 (December 18, 1904): 107.
185
“Le talent robuste…de Mlle Marguerite Long.” “M. V.,” “La semaine: Paris,” Le Guide
musical 54, no. 23 (June 1908): 461.
186
“Marguerite Long a dans son jeu toutes les grâces du génie féminin, unies…à une force rare
chez une femme.” Pip, “Carnets de Paris: Marguerite Long,” La Nouvelle Revue 26, no. 33
(March 1905): 276.
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1925, Le Ménestrel noted, “With this sovereign authority, so rare with woman performers (and
that, with Mme Long, was already manifest in her way of giving the A to the orchestra).”187
Gabriel Fauré’s review for Le Figaro, written in 1903 on the occasion of Long’s
concerto debut, summarized the various facets of the emerging artist’s playing and
communicated the unanimous enthusiasm generated by her performance, which was imbued with
simplicity and an avoidance of excessive virtuosity:
In order to attain perfection, the interpretation of the piano part of [Franck’s] Variations
symphoniques requires neat, solid, impeccable virtuosity, the musicality and appropriate
feeling that the very remarkable artist Marguerite Long showed yesterday. One couldn’t
play with better fingers, with more clarity and taste, with more charming and natural
simplicity.188
However, in the 1950s, in the wake of the development of the Russian and American
piano schools, Long’s style was considered out of fashion – and she was aware of it. Today, she
is sometimes criticized for her small-scale playing, as if she could only play in the jeu perlé
idiom. For instance, the American scholar Charles Timbrell concluded that “Her approach is
notey and her sound is thin, with little pedal. Her shallowed-keyed playing is also inappropriate
in Chopin’s Fantasy, which often sounds uneventful or merely graceful.”189 The fact that she
excelled at the jeu perlé did not mean she could not understand, teach, or play in other styles.
The study of Long’s concert reviews and the analysis of her recordings and pedagogical methods
later in this chapter support the idea that she was, in fact, a complete and modern artist. An
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“Avec cette autorité souveraine, si rare chez les interprètes femmes (et qui, chez Mme Long,
se manifeste déjà rien que dans la manière dont elle donne le la à l’orchestre).” Paul Bertrand,
“Les grands concerts,” Le Ménestrel 87, no. 46 (November 13, 1925): 462.
188
“Pour qu’elle atteigne la perfection, l’interprétation de la partie de piano des Variations
symphoniques exige la virtuosité nette, solide, impeccable, la musicalité et la justesse de
sentiment dont fit preuve hier la très remarquable artiste qu’est Marguerite Long. On ne saurait
jouer avec de meilleurs doigts, plus de clarté, une plus charmante et naturelle simplicité.” Gabriel
Fauré, “Les Concerts,” Le Figaro, November 23, 1903.
189
Timbrell, French Pianism, 66.
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unpublished interview of French pianist Éric Heidsieck, who was a student of Alfred Cortot,
supports this claim:
I remember the exceptional quality of [Long’s] tone, together with the evenness of her
fingers. Although people have criticized her and her students for having a “surface-y”
approach, I was convinced on that occasion that she was really getting into the keys.…
This made a strong impression on me because I didn’t think it was characteristic of her
style.190
Marguerite Long, Ambassador of French music
Marguerite Long’s progressive attitudes took concrete form in her commitment to
contemporary music. She was a strong supporter of modernist composers such as Debussy,
Ravel, Fauré, Villa-Lobos, Milhaud, Poulenc, Florent Schmitt, and Albeniz, and considered
promoting new works to be a musician’s duty. She prefaced a masterclass at the École Normale
in 1921 with the following statement, advocating for the study of modern music:
Don’t today’s musicians have any thoughts, ideas, themes, are they content with
the vain and charming game of finding chords, or as they say today, sonorities? No, a
hundred times no. Our contemporaries think, suffer, love just as much as their most
distant ancestors did….
Let us study them and…lets us look at what their works contain. And this may be
the most arduous task – because, let’s face it – one needs a certain courage and a
profound love for music to dare to venture into this forest of sharps, flats and naturals –
chords are superposed and occasionally require the help of a third or fourth staff…and
obviously the reading of their works will put off the will of the best. But do not despair!
Others have deciphered the secrets of the virgin forest…and they returned all the
stronger, proud and grand…. Let us study them and, solidly armed, we will be able to
defend it.191
190

Unpublished interview conducted by Charles Timbrell, as cited in Dunoyer, Marguerite Long,
162.
191
“Les musiciens de nos jours n’ont-ils aucune pensée, aucune idée, aucun thème, sont-ils
heureux de se complaire au jeu vain et charmant des trouvailles d’accords ou, comme on dit
aujourd’hui, de sonorités? Non, cent fois non. Nos contemporains pensent, souffrent, aiment
comme leurs ancêtres les plus lointains ont pensé, souffert, aimé…. Contentons-nous de les
étudier et… regardons ce que contiennent leurs œuvres. Et c’est peut-être là la tâche la plus
ardue – car, reconnaissons-le – il faut un certain courage, il faut l’amour profond de la musique
pour oser s’aventurer dans cette forêt de dièses, de bémols, de bécarres – les accords se
superposent, exigeant parfois le secours d’une troisième ou quatrième portée…et certes la lecture
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A member of the Société Nationale de Musique192 and the Société Musicale
Indépendante,193 she premiered dozens of works, including Ravel’s Le Tombeau de Couperin

de leurs œuvres rebute souvent les volontés les meilleurs. Mais, courage! D’autres ont dérobés
leurs secrets aux forêts vierges…et ils en sont revenus plus forts, plus fiers, plus grands….
Étudions-les, et, solidement armés, nous pourrons les défendre.” Long’s unpublished lecture
notes, “Mme Marguerite Long parle à l’école Normale de Florent Schmitt, Maurice Ravel et
Roger Ducasse” 1921, 7 type-written pages. Fonds Marguerite Long, Médiathèque Musicale
Mahler, Paris.
192
The Société Nationale de Musique (SNM) was created in 1871. A year later, Camille SaintSaëns was nominated president of the society. In the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War, a
time when French nationalism was high and antipathy towards Germany was on the rise, the
SNM aimed to promote the music of young French composers. Its goal was stated as follows:
“Above all, this society intends to educate with the study of unknown works, published or
unpublished, by French composers who are members of the society. Nobody can be an active
member of the Society unless he is French.” [“Cette société se propose avant tout de s’instruire
par l’étude des œuvres inconnues, éditées ou non, des compositeurs français faisant partie de la
société. Personne ne pourra faire partie de la Société à titre de member actifs s’il n’est as
français.”] Statutes of the Société Nationale de Musique in 1871, Bibliothèque Nationale de
France, Rés. F. 994 (D2) as cited in Michel Duchesneau, L’avant-garde musicale et ses sociétés
à Paris de 1871 à 1939 (Sprimont, Belgium: Mardaga, 1997), 16. The exclusive quality of the
society, which geared its concerts towards an elite audience of educated musicians, allowed
composers to freely present their new works without fearing rejection from a general audience.
Concert programs tended to focus on chamber works, art songs, piano works (often character
pieces, etudes, and transcriptions), and orchestral works—a novelty in France, where operatic
music was generally the most popular genre. Most of their concerts were held at the Salle Pleyel.
The SNM existed from 1871 until 1939 and supported the works of Camille Saint-Saëns, Gabriel
Fauré, César Franck, Théodore Dubois, Henri Duparc, Emmanuel Chabrier, Charles Gounod,
Georges Bizet, and Jules Massenet, Vincent d’Indy, among many others.
193
The Société Musicale Indépendante (SMI) was created in 1910 in reaction against the SNM,
now directed by Vincent d’Indy. The SNM reflected the views of the Schola Cantorum which
was reluctant to consider works by avant-garde composers. On April 1, 1910, the society’s
mission statement was published in the Mercure de France: “Without dismissing the precious
services given to the musical art by so many active and devoted societies, one can regret that the
most flourishing of them couldn’t escape…a certain specialization. Creating a free environment
where all musical experiments, without distinction of genre, style, or school, will be
welcomed…. While there will be a particular interest in favoring the newest tendencies and to
pave the way for the future, the Société Indépendante won’t however exclude from its programs
works from the past.” [“Sans méconnaître les précieux services rendus à l’art musical par tant de
sociétés actives et dévouées, il est permis de déplorer que les plus florissantes d’entre elles
n’aient pu échapper…à une certaine spécialisation. Créer un milieu libre où toutes les tentatives
artistiques, sans distinction de genre, style, ni d’école, recevront bon accueil…. Tout en
s’attachant particulièrement à favoriser les plus jeunes tendances et à préparer l’avenir, la Société
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and Concerto in G; Fauré’s Ninth Barcarolle, Op. 101, Fifth Impromptu, Op. 102 and Préludes,
Op. 103; Debussy’s Fantaisie for piano and orchestra; Darius Milhaud’s First Piano Concerto,
Op. 127; Roger-Ducasse’s Six Préludes; and Halffter’s Rapsodia Portuguesa. She was also the
dedicatee of many works, including Ravel’s Concerto in G, Francis Thomé’s Caprice, Florent
Schmitt’s Musique Intime, Op. 16, Isaac Albeniz’s Navarra, Darius Milhaud’s First Piano
Concerto, Op. 127, Déodat de Séverac’s Le Retour des muletiers, and the collections À
l’Exposition and Parc d’Attraction.194 Cecilia Dunoyer justly declares, “[Marguerite Long]
represented a passion not just for French music but for a specific epoch of French music: the first
half of the twentieth century, which was the richest and most prolific period in the musical
history of France.”195 According to Janine Weill, “She is saluted as the representative of French
musical genius, the living symbol of the music of her country, the guardian of a precious

Indépendante n’exclura pas cependant de ses programmes les œuvres du passé.”] “Échos,” Le
Mercure de France 84, no. 307 [April 1, 1910]: 575. The founding members included Louis
Aubert, André Caplet, Jean Roger-Ducasse, Jean Huré, Charles Kœchlin, Maurice Ravel, Florent
Schmitt, and Émile Vuillermoz. Even though Fauré was a founding member of the SNM, he
supported and presided over the SMI’s endeavors, since a lot of his students were founding
members. Starting in 1921, the society accepted works from foreign composers, including those
of Arnold Schönberg, Béla Bartók, Manuel de Falla, Joaquín Turina, and Karol Szymanowski.
Concert programs tended to focus on chamber works (often unusual groups), piano works, string
quartets, and art songs. The lack of sufficient funds explained the small number of orchestral
performances. Because of financial difficulties, the society’s concerts became sporadic and the
SMI disbanded in 1935.
194
In 1937, the World’s Fair was held in Paris. For this occasion, eight French composers
(George Auric, Marcel Delauney, Jacques Ibert, Darius Milhaud, Francis Poulenc, Henri
Sauguet, Florent Schmitt, and Germaine Tailleferre) wrote a collection of pieces for children
dedicated to Marguerite Long entitled À l’Exposition. Simultaneously, nine foreign composers
(Ernesto Halffter, Bohuslav Martinu, Vittorio Rieti, Tibor Harsanyi, Arthur Honegger, Frederico
Mompou, Alexandre Tansman. Alexander Tcherepnine, and Marcel Mihalovici) also wanted to
express their respect for Marguerite Long and gathered pieces (for accomplished pianists) in a
volume entitled Parc d’Attraction.
195
Dunoyer, Marguerite Long, 168.
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tradition who knows how to evoke the idea of a venerated past, but most of all of an imposing
present.”196
As she gained international recognition, Marguerite Long brought French music with her
abroad. Starting in the 1920s, her nickname became “Ambassador of French music.” In 1921,
she traveled to Germany and performed for the Exhibit of French Art in Wiesbaden. Upon her
return, she explained, “I am delighted I could participate in these French musical presentations so
justly and intelligently organized by M. Jean Chantavoine, who devotes the best of his activities
to create the best propaganda on the shore of the Rhine, the propaganda of French Art.”197 The
year 1932 marked the first of her three trips to Brazil, during which Marguerite Long gave
recitals, masterclasses, and conferences in order to promote cultural exchanges between the two
nations and advocate the music of Fauré, Debussy, Ravel, Franck, and their disciples.198 After
the Second World War, she was also the representative of her country in many international
piano competitions.199 Recipient of many honors and distinctions, Marguerite Long was more
than just a musical figure;200 her fame and social stature expanded the scope of her influence and
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“Elle est saluée comme la représentante du génie musical français, le symbole vivant de la
musique de son pays, la gardienne d’une tradition précieuse qui sait évoquer l’idée d’un passé
que l’on vénère, mais avant tout d’un présent qui s’impose.” Weill, Marguerite Long, 136.
197
“Je suis enchantée d’avoir pu collaborer à ces manifestations musicales françaises si
heureusement et si intelligemment organisées par M. Jean Chatavoine, qui consacre le meilleur
de son activité à faire au bord du Rhin la meilleure des propagandes, celle de l’Art français.”
Marguerite Long, “La saison française de Wiesbaden,” Le Ménestrel 83, no. 46 (November 18,
1921): 459.
198
She toured in Brazil in 1932, 1954, and 1957.
199
Jury of the Chopin Competition in Warsaw (1949); jury of the Casella Competition in Naples
(1952 and 1954); jury of the Queen Elisabeth Competition in Brussels (1952); she was invited to
sit in the jury of the Tchaikovsky Competition in Moscow, but she passed away a few months
prior to the beginning of the competition (1966).
200
Chevalier of the Légion d’Honneur (1921); Officier of the Légion d’Honneur (1930);
Commander of the Légion d’Honneur (1938); Order of the Southern Cross (Brazil) (1954);
Honorary Professor of Moscow Conservatory (1955); Commander of the Ordre des Arts et des
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often generated jealousies from other teachers, like Lazare-Lévy, who did not enjoy the same
stardom.201
Even though she played a wide range of repertoire, she is usually remembered for her
interpretations of twentieth-century French music and is often considered a reference for the
music of Fauré, Debussy, and Ravel. She is the author of three books that relate the close
relationship she entertained with these three iconic composers.202 In an interview, she explained
that Fauré was associated with her youth, Debussy with the time of war, and Ravel with the
apotheosis of her career.203 She performed Fauré’s music throughout her life; in her old age, it
was the only music she still performed. Ceclia Dunoyer writes: “Long believed Fauré’s art to be
essentially French: in its effusions, it always kept a sort of patrician decency, an elegance and
refinement characteristic of a mastery of style.”204 A poetic concert review explained the type of
sonorities that Long’s performance of Fauré’s music exuded:
Do we need to say one more time that Mme Marguerite Long is the incomparable
interpreter—and that word must be taken literally—of Gabriel Fauré. No one seems to
have understood this music better than her, full of emotional nuances, clear like a
beautiful spring morning, from which emanates all around the perfume of feminine
elegance, as far from the libertine skepticism of the eighteenth century than from the
theatrical bursts of passion of the romanticism. In order to give this impression, one must
know how to caress without pushing, enfold without holding, have the clarity of the
Lettres (1957); Order of Isabelle la Catholique (Spain) (1960); and Croix de l’Ordre du Mérite
(1965).
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See Chapter 4.
202
Marguerite Long, Au piano avec Claude Debussy (Paris: Julliard, 1960); Marguerite Long, Au
piano avec Gabriel Fauré (Paris: Julliard, 1963); Marguerite Long, Au piano avec Maurice
Ravel, ed. Pierre Laumonier (Paris: Julliard, 1971). These three volumes have been published in
English translation as At the Piano with Debussy, trans. Olive Senior-Ellis (London: Dent, 1972),
At the Piano with Fauré, trans. Olive Senior-Ellis (London: Kahn & Averill, 1981), and At the
Piano with Ravel, ed. Pierre Laumonier and trans. Olive Senior-Ellis (London: Dent, 1973)
respectively.
203
Series of six interviews between Marguerite Long and Claude Santelli entitled Marguerite
Long et nous. The fifth episode “Masques et Bergamasque” was directed by Robert Crible and
aired on April 29, 1966, on Radiodiffusion télévision française.
204
Dunoyer, Marguerite Long, 35.
76

fluttering of wings and at the same time the flexibility of the bird’s flight. A very specific
art…that requires a particular affinity of sensitivity. Mme Marguerite Long gave us all of
this.205
In 1963, Long expressed her affinity with the French composer and wrote:
Working on Fauré’s music was one of the prides and joys of my life. It is to favorable
circumstances that I owe the privilege of having studied the piano works with the
composer, no one, I think, has played it as much as me, nor given so many pupils the
feeling for the music, nor managed to pass on to so many young virtuosi this love of
Fauré that they in turn might perpetuate it.206
Marguerite Long started performing Debussy’s music in 1914. In 1919, the composer’s
widow, Emma Debussy, chose her to give the posthumous first French performance of her late
husband’s Fantaisie pour piano et orchestre under the baton of André Messager conducting the
Concert Lamoureux.207 In his review of the concert, Gustave Samazeuilh wrote, “Those who
remember how, in his last years, Claude Debussy appreciated [Long’s] way of translating the
fleeting fantasy of his music, do not doubt that the choice of Madame Long as a soloist would
have fully answered his wishes.”208 In gratitude, Emma Debussy gave Long a gift of the original
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“Est-il besoin de redire une fois de plus que Mme Marguerite Long est l’interprète
incomparable—et il faut prendre là ce mot en son sens strict—de Gabriel Fauré. Nulle ne semble
s’être mieux adaptée à cette musique, toute en nuances d’émotion, de partout comme un parfum
d’élégance féminine, aussi loin du scepticisme libertin du XVIIIe siècle que des éclats de passion
théâtraux du romantisme. Pour donner cette impression, il faut savoir caresser sans appuyer,
envelopper sans étreindre, avoir la netteté des battements d’une aile et en même temps la
souplesse de l’envol d’un oiseau. Art très spécial…qui réclame une affinité particulière de
sensibilité. Mme Marguerite Long nous donna tout cela.” “E.L.,” “La semaine dramatique,” Le
Ménestrel 89, no. 21 (May 27, 1927): 236.
206
Marguerite Long, At the Piano with Fauré, trans. Olive Senior-Ellis (London: Kahn &
Averill, 1981), 11.
207
This performance was held on December 7, 1919. According to the Centre de documentation
Claude Debussy, it appears that Alfred Cortot had already performed the work in London with
the Royal Philharmonic Society on November 20, 1919.
208
“Et ceux qui se souviennent comment, dans les dernières années de sa vie, Claude Debussy
appréciait la façon dont elle savait traduire la fantaisie ailée de sa musique, ne doutent pas que le
choix de Mme Long comme interprète de la partie principale n’eût pleinement répondu à ses
vœux.” Gustave Samazeuilh, “Les grands concerts,” Le Ménestrel 81, no. 9 (December 12,
1919): 81.
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manuscript.209 In 1928, she performed a Debussy recital at the Salle Érard and Paul Bertrand
described her as “one of the most admirable interpreters of the piano works of the author of
Pelléas.”210
Marguerite Long started playing Ravel’s music in 1919. She frequently performed Le
Tombeau de Couperin and was admired for her interpretation of it, but, regrettably, she never
recorded the work. Long and Ravel’s real collaboration began in 1932 with the creation of the
Concerto in G, which is dedicated to her. The premiere was held Salle Pleyel on January 14,
1932 (only two months after she received the score) and a successful European tour followed this
concert. Long and Ravel, who was conducting, traveled together to the Netherlands, Belgium,
Austria, Romania, Germany, Hungary, and Poland and received great acclaim in these various
countries. Ravel considered Long’s performance of the work to be ideal, and, in response to
Henri Prunières’s negative review of Long’s interpretation, felt compelled to write to the director
of La Revue musicale:
My dear Prunières,
Of course, far be it for me to contest the idea of freedom of criticism, especially
when I am the subject of it. But it was not without great surprise that I read in the last
issue of La Revue musicale, under your name, a rather rude appraisal of the interpretation
of my concerto by Madame Marguerite Long, to whom the work is dedicated.
209

“There are no words to express all you accomplish with your fleeting fingers … [Chouchou
and Claude] would have been so completely happy to hear you, because I am sure that the
beloved Master would have approved of your interpretation and lauded one more time your
incomparable and fairy-like virtuosity . . . Where is the manuscript? I want to gift it to you.” [“Il
n’y a pas de mots pour exprimer tout ce que vous savez rendre avec vos doigts ailés…tous deux
auraient été si complètement heureux de vous entendre, car je suis sûre que le Maître bien aimé
aurait approuvé votre interprétation et loué une fois de plus votre incomparable et féerique
virtuosité…. Où est le manuscrit? Je voudrais vous le donner.”] Emma Debussy to Marguerite
Long, December 1919, Fonds Marguerite Long, Médiathèque Musicale Mahler, Paris. In her
book, At the Piano with Debussy, trans. Olive Senior-Ellis (London: Dent, 1972), 29, Marguerite
Long in fact confirms that Emma Debussy offered the manuscript of her late husband’s Fantaisie
as a gift.
210
“L’une des plus admirables interprètes de l’œuvre pianistique de l’auteur de Pelléas.” Paul
Bertrand, “Concerts divers,” Le Ménestrel 90, no. 20 (May 18, 1928): 220–221.
78

If you don’t like her interpretation, so be it, but you cannot, I suppose, refuse to
me, the author, the right to assert that her interpretation is in every way in line with my
thinking, and that it must establish the tradition for future performances.211
Long was an advocate of new recording technology and began to take advantage of it
beginning in 1929. Over the course of the next three decades she recorded a significant amount
of music: nine concertos, over a dozen solo piano works, and chamber music. She recorded
works by Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin, Ravel, Debussy, Fauré, Milhaud, d’Indy, and Halffter.212
Most of her discography was recorded by Columbia. Her first recording of Ravel Concerto in G
Major is considered to be a reference and a brief analysis of her rendition of the work will
therefore be enlightening and pertinent to the study of her performing style.213 About the
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“Mon cher Prunières, Bien loin de moi, certes, l’idée de contester la liberté de la critique
surtout lorsqu’elle s’exerce à mon sujet. Mais ce n’est pas sans une vive surprise que j’ai lu, dans
le dernier numéro de la Revue musicale sous votre signature, une appréciation quelque peu
hasardée sur l’interprétation de mon concerto par Mme Marguerite Long à qui l’œuvre est
dédiée. Vous n’aimez pas cette interprétation, soit, mais vous pouvez pas, je suppose, me
contester à moi, l’auteur, le droit d’affirmer que cette interprétation est en tous points conforme à
ma pensée et qu’elle doit en constituer la tradition pour les exécutions futures.” Maurice Ravel,
“Correspondance,” La Revue musicale 13, no. 125 (April 1932): 320.
212
A prolific recording artist, Long recorded the following works: Beethoven’s Concerto No. 3
in C Minor, Op. 37 and Concerto No. 5 in E-flat Major, Op. 73; Mozart’s Concerto No. 23 in A
Major, K. 488, Violin Sonata in B-flat Major, K. 378, and Violin Sonata in A Major, K. 526;
Fauré’s Ballade Op. 19, Impromptu No.2 in F Minor, Op. 31, Impromptu No. 5 in F-sharp
Minor, Op. 102, Nocturne No. 4 in E-flat Major, Op. 36, Nocturne No.6 in D-flat Major, Op. 36,
Barcarolle No.2 in G Major, Op. 41, Barcarolle No. 6 in E Major,Op. 70, Piano Quartet No. 1 in
C Minor, Op. 15, Piano Quartet in G Minor Op. 45, Les Berceaux Op. 23, No.1; Chopin’s
Concerto No.2 in F minor, Op. 21, Waltz, Op. 64, No. 3, Waltz, Op. 70, No. 3, Barcarolle, Op.
60, Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 31, Berceuse in D-flat Major, Op. 57, FantaisieImpromptu in C-sharp Minor, Op. 66, Fantasie in F minor, Op. 49; Ravel’s Concerto in G;
Milhaud’s Concerto No.1, Op. 127; Debussy’s Deux arabesques, La plus que lente, and Jardins
sous la pluie; Halffter’s Rapsodie Portugaise; D’Indy’s Symphonie sur un chant montagnard.
213
Marguerite Long, Concerto de Ravel, Columbia LFX 257-59, 1932. While the recording was
advertised as being conducted by Ravel, Long said that the recording session was in fact
conducted by Pedro de Freitas-Branco. However, Ravel was present throughout the recording
session. Marguerite Long recorded Ravel G Major concerto twice: first in 1932 and then again in
1954. The 1954 recording was often criticized for its sentimentalism in the Andante, which was
in contrast with the classical sobriety of her original recording (and Ravel’s wishes).
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concerto, Ravel said, “I think, indeed, that the music of a concerto may be gay and brilliant, and
that it need not claim to be profound, or aim at dramatic effects.” 214 Long successfully brings to
light the “entertaining” quality of this work. As Timbrell points out, “In impetuous, dance-like,
or sparkling music…she is completely at home and an ideal interpreter.”215 Marguerite Long
describes the piece as “a work of art in which fantasy, humor and the picturesque frame one of
the most touching melodies which has come from the human heart…the whole work is
amazingly perfect—quintessentially French music.”216 Her lively tempi in the outer movements
(first movement, half note=130; third movement, quarter note=165) are a clear manifestation of
the animated spirit that imbues her performance. Ravel was known to be a reserved person and to
have a distaste for sentimentality and Long’s 1932 recording is in accordance with this aspect of
the composer. Her conception of rubato is summed up in the following sentence “Make a slight
hesitation just before figure 5 [first movement] by dwelling a little on the two quavers which
precedes it—but imperceptibly. Alas! one hears only too often at this point a deplorable rubato.
As Fauré said: ‘One wants nuance, but no change of beat.’”217 Long never loses momentum in
the melancholic sections: in the first movement, the meno vivo “basque” theme, at rehearsal
number 4, is surprisingly fast and non-rubato. Indeed, we are today accustomed to hearing this
theme at a much slower pace. About the transition into figure 4, she explained, “It is only when
the piano comes in again, at figure 4, that the Meno vivo occurs. But how often I have seen
conductors’ scores with a funereal rallentendo marked—usually in red pencil. This used to
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Michel-Dimitri Calvocoressi, “M. Ravel Discusses His Own Work,” Daily Telegraph
(London), July 11, 1931.
215
Timbrell, French Pianism, 66.
216
Long, At the Piano with Ravel, 42.
217
Ibid., 50.
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infuriate Ravel.”218 The most striking aspect of this performance lies in fact in its dashing
rhythmic vivacity. Rehearsal number 10 illustrates Long’s clarity of touch and the steady, yet
light and uplifting quality of her pulse. The figuration at rehearsal number 17 is extremely fast.
The transparency of her trills in the cadenza is remarkable. Long’s mastery of piano technique
can be heard throughout the movement. It is interesting to know that she found the second
movement, which she described as “a passing cloud in the midst of sunshine,” to be particularly
challenging:
It is a difficult work especially in respect of the second movement where one has no
respite. I told Ravel one day how anxious I was, after all the fantasy and the brilliant
orchestration of the first part, to be able to maintain the cantabile of the melody on the
piano alone during such a long slow flowing phrase.219
But, Long manages to carry out the phrase through these thirty-six opening measures thanks to a
lilting consistency of the left-hand pulse combined with a careful phrasing of the right-hand. She
follows Ravel’s dynamic indications to the letter: piano, pianissimo, mezzo forte, forte, hairpins
are thoroughly crafted in order to build the phrase up to its climax at measure 30. All the while,
imperceptible tempo inflections punctuate the phrase (m. 15) and allow the music to breathe. The
beauty of her legato, as well as the intimate and unassuming quality of her sound in this opening
page is characteristic of the French aesthetic. The third movement is particularly clear,
articulated, rhythmic, light and fun. On can hear every single note that she plays: the repeated
notes at figure 4 are sparkling and clearly enunciated. The pedaling is generally thin: Long tends
to use the sustaining pedal only for sound effects (rehearsal number 16) and crescendi (rehearsal
number 25). Her performance of this work encapsulates all the characteristic features of French
pianism.
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Ibid., 50.
Ibid., 41.
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There are four staples of the piano-concerto repertoire in particular with which Long is
closely associated: Ravel’s Concerto in G, Fauré’s Ballade, Op. 19 (performed countless times
between 1908 and 1959, including at her very last concert), Chopin’s Concerto no. 2 in F minor,
Op. 21, and Beethoven’s Concerto no. 3 in C minor, Op. 37. In addition, she also often
performed Schumann A minor Concerto, Op. 54 and Franck Variations Symphoniques.

Marguerite Long’s Pedagogical Career

Figure 2.2. Marguerite Long, with her piano class (1936). Photo by G. L. Manuel Frères. Fonds
Marguerite Long, Médiathèque Musicale Mahler, Paris. Used by permission.
Marguerite Long began her teaching career in 1906, the year she was appointed professor
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of the preparatory class at the Conservatoire; she held the position until 1920, at which time she
took over Louis Diémer’s advanced class.220 Long inherited the illustrious class of ZimmermannMarmontel-Diémer (see Chapter One: The Piano Teachers), arguably the most influential class
with regard to the creation of an idiomatic French style. This nomination was a very important
step in her career, but her pedagogical influence reached far beyond the limitations of the
Conservatoire. The scope of Long’s activities as a teacher was very wide: in 1906, she founded
her own private music school, the École Marguerite Long;221 in 1921, she taught masterclasses at
the École normale;222 in 1925 she began to run a thirty-five-year-long series of public Cours de
virtuosité et d’interprétation (virtuosity and interpretation classes) at Salle Érard and Salle
Gaveau;223 in 1941, she and her friend, renowned violinist Jacques Thibaud, opened the École
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Prior to 1920, she had been denied the position twice. In 1907, her mentor Antonin
Marmontel passed away; she had hoped to take over his position, thereby insuring the
continuation of his pedagogical tradition, but Alfred Cortot was nominated instead. In 1913,
another opening occurred upon the death of Élie-Miriam Delaborde, and this time, Victor Staub
was appointed. These two rejections led to the estrangement Marguerite Long from Gabriel
Fauré (director of the Conservatoire at the time). Nonetheless, she continued to perform Fauré’s
music. Despite frequent assertions that Long was the first woman to teach a classe supérieure at
the Conservatoire, other women – Louise-Aglaé Massart, Louise Farrenc, and Hélène de
Montgeroult – had served before her as professors at the Conservatoire. Marguerite Long was,
however, the first woman to teach both male and female students. Classes did not become coeducational until 1919, and women were not allowed to teach men.
221
The École Marguerite Long opened in 1906 in Long’s apartment at 18 rue Fourcroy, in
Paris’s 17th arrondissement. The school was an entry door for young students who were planning
on auditioning at the Conservatoire. At times, it was said there could be up to 500 enrolled
pupils. The school was mostly managed by a roster of dedicated assistants (all female) carefully
chosen by Marguerite Long. The school closed in 1940 when Marguerite Long changed
residences.
222
Marguerite Long was invited to give a series of masterclasses on Debussy and Fauré for the
“École des Maîtres” series, organized by the École Normale and modeled after the German
Meisterschule. The idea consisted of offering classes taught by leading French artists to young
graduates of various institutions (French and foreign)—a new idea in France at the time.
223
Each year, Long held six public classes for high level students in February and March. These
masterclasses eventually evolved into a specific format: each class was devoted to a specific
composer or topic and preceded by a lecture. Composers discussed included Chopin, Fauré,
Debussy, topics addressed included “the dance,” “the sonata,” “the fantasy,” “the variation,” and
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Marguerite Long-Jacques Thibaud;224 in 1946, she created the Cours d’interprétation
internationaux.225 She also gave numerous lectures and conferences226 and wrote two piano
methods.227 The versatility of her pedagogical activities was impressive: she taught children, as
well as amateurs and virtuosos. The breadth of her knowledge and skillful ability to express
herself was described by Paul Landormy in 1930:
How the eminent professor Marguerite Long knows how to find the right word, the
meaningful word, the colorful word, and how everything she says reveals a vast and fine
culture. One wonders how a famous virtuoso like her, whose activity would seemingly be
entirely absorbed by the preparation for performances…still finds time to have read and
thought so much about her art.228
“rondos and ballades,” and in 1934, she invited Emil von Sauer, the last disciple of Liszt, to give
three masterclasses on Liszt. In 1927, Le Ménestrel described the Cours de virtuosité et
d’interprétation as follows: “Reserved for the premiers prix of our great national School and for
foreign virtuosos, these classes, whose success has been considerable from the beginning, aim to
familiarize our young laureates with the many masterworks…as well as initiate foreign virtuosos
to the specificities of French contemporary music.” [“Réservés aux premiers prix de piano de
notre grande École nationale et aux virtuoses étrangers, ces cours, dont le succès a été, dès le
début, si considérable, ont pour but de familiariser nos jeunes lauréats avec les nombreux chefsdœuvre…en même temps que d’initier les virtuoses étrangers aux particularités de la musique
françasie contemporaine.”] Jacques Heugel, “Échos et nouvelles,” Le Ménestrel 89, no. 3 (Jan
21, 1927): 32.
224
The school opened in 1941 and closed its doors in 1960. Tuition was very expensive, but the
new institution played an important role in the Parisian musical life during the war. It had a very
prestigious reputation, attracted very high-level students, and was centered around piano and
violin instruction. Faculty members included Gabriel Bouillon, Roland Charmy, Joseph Calvet,
Jean Doyen, Jacques Février, and Tasso Janopoulo.
225
These classes were held every week at 46, rue Molitor (Paris) and were in vogue in Parisian
high society. For about 15 years, these classes attracted virtuosos from all around the world. It
was Long’s “one-woman show” (Dunoyer, Marguerite Long, 151).
226
For instance, in 1932 she gave a series of eight lectures/masterclasses in Rio that overviewed
the history of the piano from Mozart to Milhaud. “Le piano, sa technique et son évolution” (The
piano, its technique, and its evolution”) was the title of the first lecture; the second and third
were devoted to Chopin; and the last five were dedicated to French music.
227
Marguerite Long, Le piano (Paris: Salabert, 1959); Marguerite Long, La petite méthode de
piano (Paris: Salabert, 1963).
228
“Comme l’éminent professeur qu’est Marguerite Long sait trouver le mot juste, le mot qui
porte, le mot qui peint, et comme tout ce qu’elle dit révèle une culture des plus fines et des plus
étendues! On se demande comment une virtuose si réputée, dont l’activité semblerait devoir être
absorbée tout entière par la préparation de ses concerts…trouve encore le temps d’avoir tant lu,
et tant réfléchi sur son art.” Paul Landormy, Victoire, March 25, 1930.
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Long’s tenure at the Conservatoire ended in 1940, after thirty-four years spent at the institution.
The two decades between 1920 and 1940 represented the zenith of her influence on the school’s
piano department. Being a student of Long was a prestigious accomplishment, and Janine Weill
recalled, “I still remember our pride in belonging to the ‘Long class’ [being] tinged with a touch
of scorn for students of other professors.”229 Emil von Sauer also expressed his respect for the
students of “La Grande Dame” and the statistics of the 1938 Queen Elisabeth Competition
showed the success of her pupils.230 Some of her students included Jeanne-Marie Darré, Peter
Frankl, Philippe Entremont, Jacques Février, Yvonne Lefébure, Samson François, Pierre
Barbizet, Nicole Henriot-Schweitzer, Aline van Barentzen, Lucette Descaves, and Jean Doyen.
They all carried on her legacy: many of them (Février, Doyen, Descaves, Lefébure, Darré,
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“Je me rappelle encore notre fierté d’appartenir à ‘la classe Long,’ teintée d’une nuance de
mépris pour les élèves des autres professeurs.” Weill, Marguerite Long, 63.
230
See Émile Vuillermoz, “Les cours-conférences d’Emil Sauer,” Excelsior, January 22, 1934,
and Paul Bertrand, “Concerts divers,” Le Ménestrel 96, no. 4 (January 26, 1934): 30–31. In 1938,
the second edition of the Queen Elisabeth Competition (known as the Ysaye Competition at the
time) was the inaugural edition of its piano competition. Four of Marguerite Long’s students
were in the semi-finals, out of nineteen semi-finalists: Charlie Lilamand, Nicole Rolet,
Jacqueline Potier and Collette Gaveau. That year, Emil Gilels was the first prize winner, Arturo
Benedetti Michelangeli won the seventh prize, and Collette Gaveau won the twelfth prize. In
July 1939, a concert for the French Laureates of the competition was organized by the
Conservatoire Alumni Association (Association des Anciens Élèves du Conservatoire) in
response to the concert of the Russian laureates presented in Paris. Le Ménestrel writes, “This
event is honoring our French piano school, and in particular, the pedagogy of the
Conservatoire…Mademoiselle Monique de la Bruchollerie, student of [Isidor] Philipp,
Mademoiselles Collette Gaveau, Nicole Rolet, Jacqueline Potier and M. Charlie Lilamand,
students of Mme Marguerite Long, must count among the most accomplished piano virtuosos.
All have displayed the utmost technique solidity, a remarkable musicality, and the most
penetrating sensitivity.” [“La séance en question fait le plus grand honneur à notre École
française du Piano et en particulier l’enseignement du Conservatoire…Mlle Monique de la
Bruchollerie, élève du Maître Philipp, Mlles Collette Gaveau, Nicole Rolet, Jacqueline Potier
and M. Charlie Lilamand, élèves de Mme Marguerite Long, doivent vraiment compter parmi les
virtuoses du clavier les plus accomplis. Tous ont témoigné de la plus grande solidité technique,
d’une musicalité des plus remarquables et de la sensibilité la plus pénétrante.”] “M.-P. B.”, “La
semaine dramatique,” Le Ménestrel 100, no. 26 (July 1, 1938): 178.
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Barbizet) became professors at the Conservatoire and as such, taught the next generation of
French pianists while the others were successful international concert pianists (Samson François,
Aline van Barentzen, Peter Frankl, Philippe Entremont, Nicole Henriot-Schweitzer).
Long was often described as a very strict, feared, quasi-tyrannical teacher, but one who
was also loved and admired. Indeed, she was also a very generous teacher and she often thought
of her students as her children. Many recollections attested of the energy, commitment, and
dedication she gave to her students (including free lessons), especially with the ones that sparked
her interest.231 Her pedagogy went far beyond the scope of a simple piano lesson. She was a real
“coach”: she attended rehearsals and concerts, she gave extra lessons, and she usually followed
up performances with a brief phone call. When her students were traveling, they often sent her
reports of their touring activities—a sign of admiration and closeness between the mentees and
their mentor. Long made it one of her life missions to support young pianists. To that end, she
continually used her resources, influence, and network to create performing opportunities for her
students and, in 1943, she created the Marguerite Long-Jacques Thibaud Competition. As a
result, she launched the career of many young pianists which in turn assured the everlasting
quality of her legacy.

Marguerite Long’s Pedagogy
In this section, I will give an overview of Long’s ideas on how to master the art of piano
playing, laying out the primary (and useful) principles of her teaching and placing them within
the context of a “French school.” To this end, I will draw a lot of information from one of
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Anecdotes recounted in Timbrell, French Pianism, 98, and Dunoyer, Marguerite Long, 240–
241.
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Marguerite Long’s seminal writings: Le piano.232 Le piano, which constitutes a pedagogical
treatise on piano technique, was published in 1959, at the end of Long’s life. Former student
Jacques Février233 and artistic director of Columbia Records in France, Jean Bérard, helped her
complete the volume, which is a goldmine of precious information on Long’s view of piano
technique and a compendium of the main tenets of her teaching. The twenty-one-page preface is
the testament of an experienced and esteemed pedagogue. Marguerite Long’s personality shines
through this preface; her explanations are extremely clear, well-rounded, comprehensive, tactful,
and diplomatic. She begins it by writing: “I also follow another secret impulsion of my
conscience. I wanted to publicly celebrate the art and science of ‘French’ pianism.”234 Le piano
received great acclaim: renowned critic René Dumesnil stated, “It is much more than a method.
It is the very soul of an instrument and the spirit of its artist,”235 and in 1960, distinguished
Juilliard faculty member Rosina Lhevinne wrote to Long:
Now I had time to examine with great interest your interesting book…. I found this book
absolutely unique…. It is so well-structured and with superb notes that should help every
pianist who will try to understand the magnificent advice you give.236
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Marguerite Long, Le piano (Paris: Salabert, 1959).
Jacques Février (1900–1979) studied at the Conservatoire with Édouard Risler and
Marguerite Long. He taught chamber music at the Conservatoire from 1952 to 1957. He was a
friend of Les Six and premiered Poulenc’s Concerto for Two Pianos in D Minor with the
composer in 1932. He was a champion of French music and his recordings include the complete
solo works of Ravel, as well as works by Debussy and Poulenc.
234
“J’obéis en même temps, à une autre impulsion secrète de ma conscience. J’ai voulu rendre
publiquement hommage à l’art et à la science du piano ‘français.’” Long, Le piano, ii.
235
“C’est bien plus qu’une méthode, c’est l’âme même d’un instrument et c’est l’esprit de
l’interprète.” René Dumesnil, “‘Le Piano’ de Marguerite Long,” Le Monde, July 2, 1959.
236
“Maintenant j’ai eu l’occasion d’examiner avec grand intérêt votre livre intéressant…. J’ai
trouvé ce livre tout à fait unique…. Si bien construit et avec des notes superbes qui devraient
aider à chaque pianiste qui se donnera à comprendre tous les conseils magnifiques que vous
donnez.” Rosina Lhevinne to Marguerite Long, June 10, 1960, Fonds Marguerite Long,
Médiathèque Musicale Mahler, Paris.
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The method was eventually translated into Russian and, for a time, adopted by Moscow
Conservatory as their method.237 The work is divided into four chapters:
•

Chapter 1: Exercises for the five fingers, repeated notes, trills

•

Chapter 2: Double notes

•

Chapter 3: Scales and arpeggios

•

Chapter 4: Wrist, octaves, chords, tremolos and glissandi

On technique
With a touch of wit and humor, Marguerite Long states, “It is not bad at all to play piano
with your fingers.”238 I find it heart-warming that my first piano teacher, Olivier Cazal, who
studied at the Conservatoire, used to tell me the same exact sentence, with the same exact wit.
For Long, “The static education of the five fingers seems to be the key that opens all of the doors
to technique; one cannot stress enough its importance. How so many weaknesses stem from a
‘lack of fingers!’ …In a nutshell, one must acquire independence of fingers.”239 La petite
méthode de piano240 clearly lays out her basic principles:
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Dunoyer, Marguerite Long, 203. In her dissertation, “Marguerite Long, the Image of an
Epoch,” (D.M.A. diss., University of Maryland College Park, 1990), 320, Dunoyer specifies that
she received this information during personal interviews with Louis Joxe, French ambassador to
Moscow from 1952 until 1955. Long’s method is no longer in use at the Moscow Conservatory.
238
Long, Le piano, Preface, iii.
239
“L’éducation statique des cinq doigts me semble la clé qui ouvre toutes les portes de la
technique; on ne saurait trop s’y attacher. Que de défaillances proviennent du ‘manque de
doigts!’ …En un mot, il faut obtenir l’indépendance des doigts.” Long, Le piano, v.
240
Marguerite Long, La petite méthode de piano (Paris: Salabert, 1963). The most notable
characteristic of the method was the incorporation of 20 compositions written by contemporary
composers (Francis Poulenc, Darius Milhaud, Georges Auric, Henri Dutilleux, André Jolivet,
and Federico Mompou), which stemmed from Long’s belief that beginners needed to be in
contact with the music of their own time. In addition, Long was against the abstraction of solfege
classes. In the French system of her time, most children were instructed note reading (solfege
classes) away from the instrument. Instead, she believed theory and practice should be
88

1) The piano is played with the five fingers; therefore, these five little hammers must
always be in good position to hit the key with freedom and independence.
2) The fingers must work alone, that is to say without the aid of the forearms, elbows,
shoulders, head and torso. The attack must be natural. Never forget that a good hand
position depends above all on the correct holding of the arm.241
As will be discussed a few paragraphs below, Marguerite Long was not entirely opposed to the
use of forearms, elbows, shoulder, head, and torso. However, in a method designed for children
who are only beginning to learn how to play the piano, Marguerite Long decided to emphasize
the importance of “pure” finger action. She believed it to be a healthy basis for piano technique
and one of the most important skill for children to acquire; the rest could be added at a later date.
Enthusiastic about Kalkbrenner’s hand-strengthening guide, Méthode pour apprendre le pianoforte à l’aide du guide-main,242 Long advised a seating position that enabled the forearm to be
perfectly horizontal.

intertwined and therefore incorporated ear-training and theoretical elements in her children’s
method.
241
“1˚ Le piano se joue avec les cinq doigts; par conséquent, ces cinq petits marteaux doivent
être toujours en bonne position pour jouer la touche avec liberté et indépendance. 2˚ Les doigts
doivent travailler seuls, c’est-à-dire sans faire appel à l’action des avant-bras, des coudes, de la
tête et du buste. L’attaque doit être naturelle. Ne jamais oublier que la bonne position de la main
dépend, avant tout, de la tenue correcte du bras.” Long, La petite méthode, iv.
242
For more information about this nineteenth-century device, see Friedrich Kalkbrenner,
Méthode pour apprendre le piano-forte à l’aide du guide-mains, Op. 108 (Paris: Pleyel et Cie,
1831). This publication is discussed in Chapter 1: A French Style?
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Long believed that each note was to be enunciated with clarity and that the role of the fingers
was to articulate each note the same way lips articulate syllables of a word. She was clear,
methodical, to the point, and was often compared to a doctor: “She taught the piano like a doctor
making a diagnosis—and she had all the remedies, too!”243 Many accounts mention her ability to
choose the right words for instruction. Weill writes:
[Marguerite Long] had the gift of using just the right word – not words that wander off
into gauzy comparisons, but words that hit the mark, words that carry meaning. She used
to say: “One must learn how to play the piano and it is more useful to make a student put
its fourth finger on an F-sharp than to evoke images.”…[Her advice] is admirable of
precision and efficiency, but always pertaining to technique, to fingering to which she
gave a great deal of importance, to different ways of attacking the keyboard depending on
the sound, to musical phrasing—all of this, which was at the core of her remarkable
pedagogy, remains difficult to transmit outside of a keyboard! She remained faithful to
this critical approach that enables one to conquer difficulties, to correct mistakes and
flaws, and to thoroughly observe the letter in order to bring forth the spirit of a piece.244
This pedagogical approach was in contrast with that of pedagogues who inspired their students
with poetic imagery and philosophical considerations, like, for instance, Cortot. Long believed in
the power of mechanical/physical technique. Pedagogues of some schools believe that the right
musical ideas will lead to the right physical movements, but Long’s pragmatic approach believed
in the leading power of accurate gestures: “Despite the general consensus, I am convinced that
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Timbrell, French Pianism, 95.
“[Marguerite Long] avait le don du mot juste, non pas celui qui égare par des comparaisons
flottantes, mais celui qui frappe, qui porte. Elle disait: “Il faut apprendre à jouer du piano et il est
plus utile de faire mettre le quatrième doigt sur le fa dièse que d’évoquer des images.”… [Ses
conseils] sont admirables de précision et d’efficacité, mais toujours d’ordre technique, portant
sur les doigtés auxquels elle attachait une grande importance, sur les différentes manières
d’attaquer le clavier en fonction de la sonorité, sur la conduite de la phrase musicale—tout cela,
qui constituait son remarquable enseignement, reste difficilement transmissible hors d’un
clavier! Elle resta toujours fidèle à cette forme critique qui donne les moyens de vaincre les
difficultés, de corriger les erreurs ou les défauts et de respecter scrupuleusement la lettre pour
éveiller l’esprit d’une œuvre.” Weill, Marguerite Long, 64.
244
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our mind doesn’t control our fingers, but that our fingers and their almost-unconscious
movements stimulate our mind.”245
Because of her strong belief in finger technique, Long’s pedagogy was often reduced to
this simple idea. But her teaching was in fact a lot more comprehensive than just stressing the
importance of digital proficiency. She wrote: “Clearly, I am not denying the role of wrist, arm,
and entire body in the pianistic act. And I am also not claiming that in order to be a great pianist,
one must simply have fingers of steel.”246 She called for wrist and arm action in staccato, octave,
jump, and chordal passages.247

245

“Je suis convaincue qu’à l’encontre de ce qui est généralement admis, ce n’est pas notre esprit
qui mobilise nos doigts, mais nos doigts et leurs mouvements presque inconscients qui donnent
le branle à notre esprit.” Long, Le piano, iii.
246
“Sans doute, il ne s’agit pas de contester le rôle du poignet, du bras, du corps tout entier dans
l’acte pianistique. Il ne s’agit pas de croire non plus que pour être un grand pianiste il suffise
d’avoir des doigts d’acier.” Ibid., vi.
247
Ibid., vii-viii.
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Figure 2.5. Long at the piano, with her two hands raised, while her piano professor supports her
shoulders. The words “poignet octaves” (“wrist octaves”) are written on the back of the photo.
Photograph by G. L. Manuel Frères. Fonds Marguerite Long, Médiathèque Musicale Mahler,
Paris. Used by permission.
She also believed technique was to be natural and acknowledged the importance of relaxation:
“The study of piano requires great effort. But these efforts don’t mean fighting against nature. A
normal hand is made to play the piano and any pianist that doesn’t share this point of view is not
worthy of his art,”248 and she goes on to say, “One must preserve natural movements in practice
in order to avoid tension and contraction while looking for the necessary firmness to play. In
order to acquire free fingers, on must have free arms and shoulders, meaning one must be

248

“L’étude du piano nécessite de longs efforts. Mais ils ne consistent pas à lutter contre la
nature. Une main normale est faite pour jouer du piano et tout pianiste qui ne partage pas cette
conviction est indigne de son art.” Ibid., iii.
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‘relaxed.’”249 In accordance with Chopin, she believed that “[equality of fingers] does not mean
absolute uniformity in the strength of each finger.”250 She encouraged suppleness and flexibility
of the wrist and fingers, while maintaining a stable hand. In fact, in 1907, the year after her first
nomination at the Conservatoire as a preparatory class teacher, Marguerite Long wrote an
important article for the journal Musica.251 This article, entitled “Touch at the Piano,” could be
interpreted as a mission statement. In it, Long declared that “what the beginner must try to
acquire, before all else, is the suppleness of the fingers, the wrist, and the forearm.”252 She
supported the idea that technical exercises must be practiced with sensibility and musicality and
believed good judgment must be exercised in choosing drills adapted to one’s particular hand.
She cautioned against mindless and excessive technical exercises. She explained: “This
sovereign ease that is the great secret of mastery will never be entirely acquired by means of
limited and cold piano exercises.”253 Finally, she strongly recommended that each composer be
treated with a different technical approach:
Technique and style are related, and one mustn’t interpret different composers with the
“same technique.” Two masters, even if they are contemporaries, require almost always
two different ways of playing the piano.254
249

“Il convient dans le travail de conserver des mouvements naturels pour éviter la tension et la
contraction en recherchant la fermeté nécessaire à l’attaque. Pour avoir des doigts libres, il faut
avoir un bras et une épaule libres, c’est-à-dire ‘décontractés.’” Ibid., v.
250
Chopin wrote that there are “as many different sounds as there are fingers.” Chopin, as cited
in Jean-Jacques Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher, As Seen by His Pupils, trans. Naomi
Shohet, ed. Roy Howat (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 17. “[L’égalité des
doigts] ne s’obtient pas par l’uniformisation absolue de la force de chacun d’eux.” Long, Le
piano, iv.
251
Marguerite Long, “Le toucher du piano,” Musica 6, no. 63 (December 1907): 182–183.
252
“Ce que le commençant doit chercher à acquérir tout d’abord, c’est de la souplesse des doigts,
du poignet, de l’avant-bras.” Ibid.
253
“Cette facilité souveraine qui est le grand secret de la maîtrise, ne s’acquerra jamais
totalement dans le cadre étroit et froid des exercices de piano.” Long, Le piano, ix.
254
“Technique et style s’interpénètrent, et ce n’est pas avec la ‘même technique’ qu’il faut
interpréter les différents auteurs. Deux maîtres, même s’ils sont contemporains exigent presque
toujours deux façons différentes de jouer du piano.” Ibid., xvi.
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Marguerite Long was an inexhaustible source of helpful practice/technical tips, including
the following:
•

Analysis must be done as preparatory work.

•

Fragmentary practice is essential.

•

Alternate hands together and hands separate practice.

•

Practice difficult runs at varying dynamic volumes and tempi.

•

Always pay attention to the measures that precede and follow challenging passages.

•

Slow and expressive practice is fundamental:
Even if you practice slowly, practice “with expression.” When a passage is known at
a fast tempo, do not hesitate to come back to a very slow speed. Saint-Saëns used to
say: “Practice slowly, then very slowly, then even more slowly.” And I believe it was
Liszt who said: “I don’t know this piece well enough to play it slowly.”255

•

For passages difficult to memorize, practice saying the letter names out loud, especially
for basses.

•

Sing in order to discover phrasings, but do not sing/hum while playing as it is an illusion
that only prevents accurate listening.

•

Mechanical studies should be spread out throughout the day (not only first thing in the
morning); alternate study of repertoire with study of specific technical exercises.

•

Be cautious of the abusive use of “dotted rhythms” in practice as it creates unnatural and
jerky movements for the hand. It is an unmusical process. Displacing accents can be

255

“Même si vous jouez lentement, travaillez ‘expressivement.’ Lorsque le passage est su dans
un mouvement rapide—ne craignez pas de revenir à un mouvement très lent. Saint-Saëns disait:
‘Travaillez lentement, puis très lentement et puis encore plus lentement.’ Et c’est Liszt, je crois,
qui disait: ‘Je ne sais pas assez bien cette œuvre pour la jouer lentement.’” Ibid., xi.
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useful but mindless dotted rhythm practice will destroy legato playing, will lead to dry
playing, and will desensitize the ear.256
•

For octaves, keep index and middle finger close to one another in order to isolate and
strengthen the fingers that are playing.

•

Focus on the musical aspects of the left hand when the right hand presents difficult
brilliant passages.

On fingering and scales
In Long’s opinion, good fingering both guides and leads the hand. Much like Adam,
Long believed fingerings mustn’t disrupt the graceful look of a hand:
If a fingering forces you to visibly move your hand and your arm in way that is risky and
harsh, then change it, because the elegance of a hand is intricately related to the elegance
of a phrasing. There is a mysterious element of nobility and grace in the plasticity of the
hand in action that is communicated to the text it is translating. An awkward and
inelegant fingering cannot create a beautiful sound. Ugly to the eye, ugly to the ear.257
A good fingering also contributes to the ability to be expressive. Substitutions fall into the
category of expressive fingerings. Like Adam, Long also encouraged the use of finger
substitutions as they enable true legato and can prevent the bumpy passage of a thumb in a
cantabile melody. And, like her teacher Antonin Marmontel, she was of the opinion that a secure
fingering would largely contribute to a solid performance. Long insisted on the importance of the
second finger in creating a good hand position: “I consider [the second finger] to be the true

256

However, some of her students recalled her using this practice technique. See Timbrell,
French Pianism, 221.
257
“Si un doigté vous oblige à des déplacements de main et de bras dont l’imprudence et la
dureté sont visibles à l’œil, changez-le, car l’élégance de la main est inséparable de l’élégance du
phrasé. Il y a dans la plastique de la main en action un mystérieux élément de noblesse et de
grâce qui se communique au texte qu’elle traduit. Un doigté gauche et disgracieux ne peut
engendrer une belle sonorité. Laid à l’œil, laid a l’oreille.” Long, Le piano, xiii.
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rudder of the hand and one cannot ‘work’ enough on its precision and firmness.”258 The
following quote will best sum up her conception of a “good hand position” which I believe
equates to what we call “the bridge:”
One must indeed notice that, while maintaining a rigorous equality of mechanism
between the five fingers…one’s hand, while grasping the keys, instinctively takes a
useful leaning point on the index, helped by the two extreme fingers, the thumb and the
pinky. It is with this three-clawed hand that the pianist grips and controls the notes. The
middle and ring fingers will complete the work, but it is the index and its two associates
which assure the unwavering solidity of the grasp. Thus, without crushing the key, which
would strangle the sound, one can constantly keep at once a firm and light contact with
the keys that enables him/her to travel through the keyboard with ease and security. In a
pianist’s hand, the index is the “master-finger.” If you want a good middle or ring finger,
work on your index.259
As for the role of the thumb: “The thumb must articulate just like the other fingers; lift it well
without the aid of the arm.”260
Marguerite Long believed that scales and arpeggios were fundamental to the pianist’s
daily practice, as they enabled muscular strengthening and flexibility for the hand. She also
believed that, along with the practice of cadences, they were an efficient way to learn “piano
vocabulary.” However, she did not recommend beginning piano studies with scales. First and
foremost, the piano learner must acquire equal agility and firmness through the practice of five-

258

“Je le considère comme le véritable gouvernail de la main et on ne saurait trop ‘travailler’ sa
précision et sa fermeté.” Ibid., iv.
259
“On doit s’apercevoir en effet, que tout en maintenant une rigoureuse égalité de mécanisme
entre ses cinq doigts…notre main, en s’emparant des touches, prend instinctivement un utile
point d’appui sur son index secondé par les deux doigts extrêmes, le pouce et l’auriculaire. C’est
dans cette serre à trois griffes que le pianiste étreint et maîtrise les notes. Le médius et l’annulaire
complèteront le travail, mais c’est l’index et ses deux associés qui assurent la solidité
inébranlable de la prise. Ainsi, sans écraser la touche, ce qui étranglerait le son, on arrive à
garder constamment avec le clavier un contact à la fois ferme et léger qui permet de le parcourir
en tous sens, avec aisance et sécurité, Dans la main d’un pianiste, l’index est le “maître-doigt”. Si
vous voulez avoir un bon médius ou un bon annulaire, travaillez votre index.” Ibid., vi–vii
260
“Le pouce doit articuler tout comme les autres doigts; bien le lever sans l’aide du bras.” Long,
La petite méthode, 21.
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finger exercises (that do not include the passage of the thumb). Once this digital freedom is
established, once the thumb has acquired “its job of striking vertically”261 (like the other fingers),
the passage of the thumb in scales becomes inconsequential:
Indeed, if one is confident with the independence, equality, and firmness of his/her five
fingers (including the thumb), [the thumb] will easily cross under a hand which is
accustomed to a solid grasp of the keyboard and which, now perfectly balanced, has
nothing left to fear from a movement of translation.262
She encouraged beginning the study of scales with the chromatic scale (as opposed to the
diatonic scale), which can more readily develop precision of touch. She stressed the importance
of the fingers that are playing before and after the thumb, and suggested always leading scales
with the left hand, quoting Chopin and calling it “the conductor.”263 She pointed out the special
importance of the second finger in arpeggios.

261

“Son métier de frappeur vertical” Long, Le piano, vi.
“En effet, si l’on est sûr de l’indépendance, de l’égalité et de la fermeté de ses cinq doigts (y
compris le pouce), celui-ci passera très aisément sous une main habituée à une prise solide du
clavier et qui, définitivement équilibrée, n’a plus rien à craindre d’un mouvement de translation.”
Ibid., vi.
263
“Le maître de chapelle” Ibid., vii.
262
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Figure 2.6. Long at the piano, right hand on the keyboard. The words “passage du pouce sans
tourner la main ni le coude et sans faire tomber la main” (“crossing-under of the thumb without
turning the hand nor the elbow and without letting the hand fall down”) are written on the back
of the photo. Photograph by G. L. Manuel Frères. Fonds Marguerite Long, Médiathèque
Musicale Mahler, Paris. Used by permission.
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Figure 2.7. “Bad passage of the thumb, ungraceful position and unfavorable to the execution of
passagework.” (“Mauvais passage du pouce, position disgracieuse et défavorable à l’exécution
des traits”). Marguerite Long, “Le toucher du piano,” Musica 6, no. 63 (December 1907): 182–
183. Unidentified photographer.

On memorizing
In order to memorize music, Marguerite Long encouraged students to develop their aural,
visual, and muscular memories. She believed all three were necessary; in case of stage fright, the
performer can thus rely on more than one tool. Her method offers a few tips for memorizing:
•

Points of reference

•

Harmonic reduction of passages

•

Isolate voices (practice bass and inner voices alone)

•

Harmonic analysis

•

Visualize the specificities of the printed music (visual memory)

•

Scrupulously write down fingerings (muscular memory)

•

Count aloud

•

Learn by heart, using emotional memory
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On rhythm
Rhythm was one of the fundamental subjects in Long’s pedagogy. She stressed the
importance of counting aloud throughout all stages of learning. According to Long, faulty
rhythm was the principal cause of flawed performances:
The benefits that you will receive [from counting aloud] will not only force you to
respect the placement and value of each note and each rest within the measure but will
also enable you to organically feel the beats and subdivisions of the beats. Four-fifths of
faulty performances are the result of rhythmic mistakes. Counting is a remarkable
solution to acquire this famous “relaxation” that is necessary to the virtuoso.264
Marguerite Long always insisted on the importance of paying attention to the last beat of each
measure, as well as the last note of each beat. She recollected Debussy’s maxim: “Four sixteenth
notes are four sixteenth notes.”265 She was intransigent on respecting note and rest values—long
notes and rests should never be shortened as they play an essential role in expression and
phrasing. She believed the downbeats must be felt at all times. To that end, she suggested a little
impulse on the tied note of syncopated rhythms. Le piano also presents an interesting paragraph
on the use and meaning of triplets in music. According to Long:
The modern triplet, since Chopin, plays a role that is more melodic than rhythmic. It
softens the discourse, gives it an elegant curve and a less geometric profile, but it
shouldn’t alter its binary balance. It shouldn’t give the impression of rubato, of a
mannered hesitation, and of a break in the tempo. In order to properly execute it,
accentuate and assure in a perfectly equal fashion the two preceding and following binary
notes and, in between these two solid groups, let the three notes of the triplet flow

264

“Le bénéfice que vous en retirerez ne sera pas seulement de vous obliger à respecter
l’emplacement et la valeur de chaque note et de chaque silence dans le cadre de la mesure, mais
aussi de libérer en vous le sentiment organique du temps et du contretemps. Les quatrecinquièmes des accidents d’exécution procèdent d’une faute de rythme. Compter est un
remarquable moyen pour obtenir cette fameuse ‘décontraction’ indispensable au virtuose.” Ibid.,
xii.
265
“Quatre doubles croches, c’est quatre doubles croches.” Ibid., xi.
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calmly.266
She recommended that the left hand always have the rhythmic drive. Although she
acknowledged its usefulness, she was not a strong advocate of the metronome, and took
metronome markings with a grain of salt.
On pedaling
Marguerite Long’s views on pedaling were rather conservative: she cautioned against its
constant and careless use as a “camouflage” (cache-misère). She favored an approach in which
sounds and effects were created first and foremost by the fingers:
For a lazy [pianist], the soft pedal is an instrument to fabricate pianissimi, while the
sustaining pedal is used to unleash a racket. Is it necessary to protest against this heresy
and to point out that the hand, and not the pedal, is responsible for the amplification and
diminution of the sound volume? The pedal is only a diffusor of sounds created by the
fingers of the performer. It must not be used to disguise and cover up an approximate
execution by drowning mistakes in a halo of scintillating resonances.267
She called attention to the occasional beauty and color of dry, non-pedaled sounds. She advised
pianists to practice often without pedal: “It means that one must first practice without pedal, and
that, even when the work is known, one must come back to pedal-free practice from time to time,

266

“Le triolet moderne, depuis Chopin, joue un rôle plus mélodique que rythmique. Il arrondit le
discours, lui donne une courbe plus élégante, un profil moins géométrique, mais il ne doit pas en
altérer l’équilibre binaire. Il ne doit pas donner l’impression d’un rubato, d’une hésitation
maniérée, d’une rupture de tempo. Pour bien l’exécuter, accentuez et assurez d’une manière
parfaitement égale, les deux binaires qui le précèdent, et qui le suivent et, entre ces deux groupes
solides, laissez couler tranquillement les trois notes du triolet.” Ibid., xviii.
267
“Pour un paresseux, la pédale douce est un instrument à fabriquer des pianissimi, tandis que la
pédale forte sert à déchaîner le vacarme. Est-il besoin de protester contre cette hérésie et de
rappeler que c’est la main et non la pédale qui doit grossir ou amenuiser le volume du son? La
pédale n’est qu’un diffuseur de la sonorité créée par le doigt de l’interprète. Elle ne doit pas
servir à maquiller et à camoufler une exécution approximative en la noyant dans un halo
scintillant de résonances.” Ibid., xv.
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in order to control the honesty of his/her fingers.”268 Her ideas on the soft (una corda) pedal are
similar: it is to be used sparingly—the fingers should be responsible for creating softness—and it
must be saved for special occurrences. She suggested writing pedaling markings as thoroughly as
fingerings. She even forbade its use in the early stages of learning. However, she pointed out an
interesting point regarding the rhythmic independence of the foot. At times, the foot must press
the sustaining pedal after the key has been depressed, and at others, the foot must press the pedal
before the key has been depressed in order to enhance resonances (big chords, beginning of a
melody, etc.).
On sound production and phrasing
Marguerite Long paid a lot of attention to the quality of touch. She favored a legato touch
that featured fingers connecting one note to the next. Surprisingly, perhaps, she advised for a
deep touch: “Go deep into the keys, your sound isn’t sustained…. Connect the sounds with your
fingers.”269 Long’s aesthetics were right in line with that of Debussy and Louis Laloy who had a
predilection for rounded velvety tones and she favored a touch that expressed “softness within
force, force within softness.”270 She also stressed the importance of a supple wrist for good
sonority in melodic passages and advised to continually follow the melodic contours of a phrase.
In order to achieve a full sound in chordal playing, she advised focusing on the middle notes and
exact simultaneity of attack. The depth of sound she sought was to be achieved by a strong
emphasis of bass lines (a quality that is present in many of her recordings). This idea is strongly
268

“C’est dire qu’il faut d’abord travailler sans pédale, et que, même lorsque l’œuvre est sue, il
faut revenir de temps en temps à ce travail sans pédale, pour contrôler l’honnêteté de ses doigts.”
Ibid., xv.
269
“Enfoncez dans le clavier, votre son ne tient pas…. Liez les sons entre eux avec le jeu de vos
doigts.” Weill, Marguerite Long, 177.
270
“Douceur dans la force, force dans la douceur.” Marguerite Long as cited in Weill,
Marguerite Long, 112.
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exemplified in her annotations of Weber’s Invitation à la valse, published for Musica in 1910.271
She used to say: “Just as the timbre of the voice is the most precious gift of a singer, the most
cherished quality of a pianist is his/her sonority.”272 Since a good sound can only be developed
through a good ear, she promoted the development of the ear from a very young age, so that
children could distinguish beautifully crafted sounds. She constantly reminded her students to
listen carefully. Le piano presents an interesting section on what Long called the “portamento
legato,” a very beneficial touch for the study of sound. She explains:
An efficient way of playing is what I would call the “portamento legato.” In order to
execute it, use the arm and the wrist on each note, with the same supple movement that
you use for the regular portamento, but connecting the notes, meaning that the fingers do
not leave the keys. Hence, each note takes its own individual life which is important not
only for cantabile melodic phrases where the short note values are so often abbreviated,
but also for numerous passages of the great repertoire that are not only mechanical but
also expressive.273
Long had some compelling theories on phrasing. She emphasized the importance of
properly paced crescendos, diminuendos, rallentendos, and accelerandos: when a student reads
any of those indications on the score, he/she has to keep in mind that it is only the beginning of a
nuance or movement. She directed: “One has to ‘pace’ [crescendos, diminuendos, rallentendos,
and accelerandos] very progressively, braking during the course of their execution, and know
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Carl Maria von Weber, Aufforderung zum Tanze [Invitation à la valse], Op.65, ed. Marguerite
Long in Musica 9, no. 88 (January 1910): 2–7.
272
“De même que le don le plus précieux pour un chanteur est le timbre de sa voix, la plus belle
qualité du pianiste, c’est sa sonorité.” Long, Le piano, xiv.
273
“Un jeu très efficace est celui que j’appellerai le ‘portamento legato.’ Pour le réaliser, utilisez
sur chaque note le bras et le poignet, avec le même mouvement souple que pour le portamento
ordinaire, mais en liant les notes entre elles, c’est-à-dire les doigts ne quittant pas la touche.
Chaque note prend ainsi sa vie individuelle ce qui importe non seulement dans des phrases
mélodiques chantées où si souvent les valeurs brèves ne sont pas prononcées, mais aussi dans de
nombreux traits de grandes œuvres, traits qui ne sont pas seulement mécaniques mais
expressifs.” Ibid., xiv–xv.
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how to hold back until the end, when they arrive at their fullest point.”274 She continued:
“Additionally, the secret of a beautiful enhancement doesn’t really lie in attributing strong
intensity to the passage that needs to be highlighted but rather in the art of easing, almost erasing
what precedes the passage or what surrounds it.”275 She also recommended that pianists conduct
themselves.
On repertoire
Long is mostly remembered for transmitting her passion for Fauré, Debussy and Ravel to
her students. She stimulated and inspired the younger generation with her memories and
anecdotes of the composers. A fervent defender of new music, her students played a great deal of
contemporary music. Many articles praise her student’s concerts, which frequently featured
modern French music, even for very young pupils. Students always had to work on etudes (by
Muzio Clementi, Carl Czerny, Charles-Louis Hanon, Camille-Marie Stamaty, Josef Pischna, and
Isidor Philipp). Her method was inspired by the exercises of Carl Tausig, Sigismond Thalberg,
Carl Czerny, Muzio Clementi, Felix Mendelssohn, Franz Liszt, Johannes Brahms, Ferrucio
Busoni, and Moritz Moszkowski, among others. It is interesting that the only Liszt piece
mentioned by her student Jeanne-Marie Darré was La leggierezza, one of the “pearliest” pieces
Liszt ever wrote with its light filigreed passagework. Accounts differ as to whether the repertoire
she taught was comprehensive. Some students claimed she only taught the repertoire she knew
best (as it would seem from the above-mentioned composers), but others claimed that even
though she didn’t play the great Romantic repertoire herself, she knew it and taught it well. For
274

“Il faut savoir les ‘mener’ très progressivement, les freiner dans le cours de leur exécution, et
savoir réserver pour la fin leur total épanouissement.” Ibid., xvii.
275
“D’autre part, le secret d’une belle mise en valeur ne réside pas tant dans une plus grande
intensité donnée à la partie que l’on veut faire ressortir que dans l’art avec lequel on sait atténuer,
effacer presque ce qui la précède ou ce qui l’entoure.” Ibid., xviii.
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instance, her student fondly remembered: “Among all of us, we covered all of the Brahms,
Rachmaninoff, Tchaikovsky, and Prokofiev concertos.”276
On the role of the performer
Long’s teaching was not entirely devoted to technical concerns. She was also dedicated to
passing on to her students her lofty conceptions on the role and duties of the artist. First and
foremost, she inculcated an unconditional respect of the text. In her opinion, following the
composer’s indication was the basis of interpretation. She liked to quote Debussy: “How is it that
there are people to write music, people to edit music, and pianists to do whatever they want?”277
Nothing irritated her more than “free” interpretations that demonstrated bad taste (mauvais goût).
She firmly believed that every note value, every beat, every chord, every virtuosic passage
should be absolutely accurate, and she did not tolerate any “easy way out.” She even warned her
students against the redistribution of hands and went as far as to advise students to follow
composer’s fingering indications. She believed these changes most often went against the work’s
meaning. She explained:
In the hands of a performer who believes that it is best to be led by his “own genius” (if
he doesn’t say that word, he surely thinks it), all the composers, all the works end up
getting mixed together. And the poor pianist, lost from the start, always searching for an
original and intense expression, falls into bad taste. Do you know why Chopin is almost
always poorly performed? Because the text isn’t respected, because we “add,” because
we believe that, simply because it is Romantic music, we are allowed to break down the
always so precise and subtle rhythmic phrase structure.278
276

Daniel Wayenberg as cited in Dunoyer, Marguerite Long, 163.
“Comment, il y a des gens pour écrire de la musique, des gens pour l’éditer et des pianistes
pour faire ce qu’ils veulent?” Long, Au piano avec Claude Debussy, 27.
278
“Sous la main d’un tel interprète qui croit bon de laisser toute liberté à son ‘propre génie’ (s’il
ne dit pas le mot, c’est bien sa pensée), tous les auteurs, toutes les œuvres finissent par se
confondre. Et le malheureux pianiste, fourvoyé dès le départ, cherchant toujours une expression
inédite, intense, tombe dans le mauvais goût. Savez-vous pourquoi Chopin est presque toujours
mal joué? Parce que son texte n’est pas respecté, parce qu’on ‘en ajoute,’ parce qu’on se croit
277
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But she also validated the role of the performer as a re-creator and acknowledged the importance
of his/her style and personality. The last three pages of the preface to Le piano are dedicated to
this topic. She states: “The modesty of [the performer’s] ambitions, his submission to the
masterpiece that he is translating, doesn’t prevent us from talking about the style of an
interpreter.”279 In an article in Le Monde, she writes:
A musician must always respect the temperament and the intentions of the composer.
However, he must lend to his interpretation his talent, his culture, his intelligence, but
also his nature, his instinct and his own conception of the piece. The search for a good
balance is essential, one that is not a complete abstraction of his own personality nor a
treason of the composer…. The artist must never forget that that he/she is the advocate of
the music and that his/her role is to share it, to make it understood and loved.280
In order to nourish their artistic personas, Long always encouraged her students to widen their
general culture by going to the theater and to the museum, as well as reading on all subjects. One
of the most precious gifts Long gave her students was her love for “work.” Long had a very
strong work ethic; she was very disciplined and advocated patience above all. She often
complained about the younger generation, which was so impatient to get to the top. She used to
say: “If my career has been what it is, it is because I never gave up, I always worked. My joy in
life is work, because it will never betray you.”281 She concluded the preface of her method with

autorisé, sous prétexte de romantisme, à désagréger la carrure rythmique, toujours si précise et
subtile de l’écriture.” Long, Le piano, x.
279
“La modestie de ses ambitions, sa soumission au chef-d’œuvre qu’il traduit n’empêchent pas
que l’on peut parler du style de l’interprète.” Ibid., xviii.
280
“Un musicien doit toujours respecter le tempérament et les intentions du compositeur.
Toutefois il met dans son interprétation son talent, sa culture, son intelligence, mais aussi sa
nature, son instinct et sa conception de l’ouvrage. L’essentiel pour lui est de trouver un juste
équilibre, qui ne soit ni abstraction complète de sa propre personnalité ni trahison de l’auteur….
L’artiste ne doit jamais perdre de vue qu’il est un défenseur de la musique et que son rôle est de
la faire passer, la faire comprendre, la faire aimer.” Marguerite Long, “L’œuvre et son
interprète,” Le Monde, August 21, 1958.
281
Dunoyer, Marguerite Long, 125.
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two beautiful quotes by Liszt and Dunoyer de Segonzac:
And if sometimes…you are overcome by discouragement, remember this advice from
Liszt, who was the man blessed of all gifts and facilities: “Have patience with yourself.”
Also meditate on these words from the great French painter Dunoyer de Segonzac: “It
takes a lifetime to build one’s house.”282

282

“Et si parfois…le découragement vous saisit, rappelez-vous ce conseil de Liszt qui fut
pourtant l’homme de tous les dons et de toutes les facilités: ‘Prenez patience avec vous-même.’
Et méditez aussi cette parole du grand peintre français Dunoyer de Segonzac: ‘On met toute sa
vie pour construire sa maison.’” Long, Le piano, xxi.
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Chapter 3: Isidor Philipp’s Pianism and Pedagogy

Figure 3.1. Isidor Philipp in 1900. Photo by Charles Gerschel.
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b84235342.r=Isidor%20Philipp?rk=21459;2, accessed
January 31, 2019.
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Isidor Philipp (b. Budapest, September 2, 1863 – d. Paris, February 20, 1958)
This chapter will investigate the role of the internationally-renowned pedagogue Isidor
Philipp,283 who vastly contributed to the development of a French piano school through dozens
of volumes of technical exercises. Philipp has already been the subject of substantial research.284
In 1977, a project devoted to the creation of an archive commemorating his career was launched
by the American Liszt Society; it resulted in the establishment of the Isidor Philipp Archive at
the Dwight Anderson Memorial Music Library, University of Louisville, the largest known
collection of material relating to Philipp. Its holdings contain 225 letters to or from Philipp, more
than 400 of Philipp’s publications, most of his commercial recordings and tapes of live
performances, copies of many of his articles for music journals, and diverse memorabilia.285 This
chapter will delve into the specificities of Philipp’s pianistic style and pedagogy.

Biography
Born into a Jewish family, Isidor Philipp moved from Budapest to Paris at the age of
three and became a French citizen at the age of twelve. In the late 1870s, he studied with Henri
Fissot,286 and, in 1880, at the age of sixteen, he entered the class of Georges Mathias287 at the

283

The name Isidor Philipp seems to exist with two different spellings: Isidore and Isidor. I will
use the latter spelling, Isidor, throughout this dissertation as most other scholarly writings do.
284
The two major studies on Philipp are: Denine M. Leblanc, “The Life and Work of Isidor
Philipp” (D.M.A. diss., University of Cincinnati 1989) and Charles Timbrell, “Isidor Philipp: His
Life and Legacy,” Journal of the American Liszt Society 40 (1996): 48–83. Interestingly, there
are no major studies on Philipp by French scholars.
285
Charles Timbrell, “The Isidor Philipp Archive at the University of Louisville Dwight
Anderson Memorial Library,” Journal of the American Liszt Society 35 (1994): 59–60. The exact
content of the Archive can be found at https://library.louisville.edu/music/isidore-philipp,
accessed October 30, 2018.
286
For more information on Henri Fissot, see Chapter 2: Biography. Fissot, who also taught
Marguerite Long, was, for a time, the assistant of Georges Mathias.
287
For more information on Georges Mathias, see Chapter 1: Georges Mathias: 1862–1887.
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Conservatoire. In 1882, Philipp competed for the annual prix, but was only awarded a premier
accessit (honorable mention). The following year, he competed again, and this time he received a
premier prix. As a student, he also benefited from the advice of Camille Saint-Saëns, Stephen
Heller, and Théodre Ritter.288 Philipp maintained a close relationship with Saint-Saëns from the
early 1880s until Saint-Saëns’s death in 1921, and he visited Heller’s home two or three times
weekly.289 The advice of these two older pianists had an important influence on the development
of Philipp’s teaching style, as will be discussed later in the chapter.
Biographies and studies of Philipp often focus on his “extraordinary genius for
friendships,” as they enriched his life and defined him as an artist.290 In addition to Saint-Saëns
and Heller, Feruccio Busoni, Leopold Godowsky, Charles-Marie Widor, and Charles-Valentin
Alkan counted among his friends.291 According to his biographer Henry Bellamann, “Apparently

288

Stephen Heller (1813–1888) was a French pianist and composer of Hungarian birth. A pupil
of Liszt and Berlioz, Théodore Ritter (1840–1886) was an internationally acclaimed French
pianist who is forgotten today. According to Philipp, Ritter was “the most admirable of the
French pianists.” (Isidor Philipp, “Personal Recollections of Anton Rubinstein,” The Etude 56,
no. 8 (August 1938): 494)
289
In 1920, Saint-Saëns dedicated to Philipp the Six Fugues, Op. 161. Heller entertained Philipp
with reminiscences of the era of Mendelssohn, Schumann, Berlioz, Liszt, Chopin, Thalberg,
Moscheles, Matthias, and Alkan. Isidor Philipp, “Some Recollections of Stephen Heller,” trans.
Carl Engel, The Musical Quarterly 21, no.4 (October 1935): 433.
290
Biographies on Philipp include Leblanc, “The Life and Work;” Timbrell, “Isidor Philipp;”
Henry Bellamann, “Isidor Philipp,” The Musical Quarterly 29, no. 4 (October 1943): 417–425;
Denine M. Leblanc, “Isidor Philipp’s Famous Connections,” The American Music Teacher 43,
no.1 (1993): 14–16, 75.
291
Isidor Philipp, “Quelques Souvenirs sur Busoni,” Musique et Théâtre 1 (June 1925): 5
accounts for their last meeting in Paris and their discussion on piano technique. Busoni dedicated
his Toccata, BV 287 and his 1915 edition of Bach’s Goldberg Variations to Philipp. Isidor
Philipp, “Recollections of Leopold Godowsky,” in A Birthday Offering to Carl Engel, ed.
Gustave Reese, 179–180. New York: G. Schirmer, 1943 is an ode to Godowsky as a pianist,
artist, and composer. Godowsky dedicated to Philipp his transcription of Schubert’s song “Das
Wandern” and his Suite for the Left Hand. Isidor Philipp, “Charles-Marie Widor: A Portrait,”
trans. Gustave Reese, The Musical Quarterly 30, no.2 (April 1944): 125–132 describes the two
artists’s great friendship and Philipp’s admiration for Widor. For over fifty years, they had lunch
together once or twice a week. They were colleagues at the Conservatoire and at the American
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no one of musical consequence ever came to Paris without calling on him.”292 In that sense,
“Philipp was the very essence of Paris life.”293
Philipp concertized throughout Europe and the United States. His activities as a
performer were centered around chamber music and concertos. From 1880 until 1950, he
performed without interruption as a chamber musician with partners who included violinist Henri
Berthelier and cellist Jules Loëb.294 He performed in the most eminent Parisian venues with
orchestras that included Colonne, Lamoureux, Pasdeloup, and the Société des Concerts du
Conservatoire. In 1896, Philipp also joined the Société de Musique de Chambre pour Instruments
à Vent (Society of Chamber Music for Wind Instruments), with whom he performed for five
seasons (1896–1901). Philipp often played two-piano performances with partners who included
Camille Saint-Saëns, Gabriel Fauré, Louis Diémer, Arnold Reitlinger,295 and his students.296

School of Music and Arts in Fontainebleau. Philipp frequently performed and championed
Widor’s music. Widor’s Fantaisie, Op. 62 for piano and orchestra is dedicated to Philipp. Philipp
probably met Alkan in the mid-1880s and within the three or four years prior to Alkan’s death,
he befriended the reclusive French pianist. Years later, Philipp was the one to reveal that ÉlieMiriam Delaborde was Alkan’s illegitimate son (see Chapter 1: Élie-Miriam Delaborde: 1873–
1913). In 1900, Philipp, collaboration with Delaborde, organized the reprinting of Alkan’s works
in a new edition for Costallat.
292
Bellamann, “Isidor Philipp,” 418.
293
Ibid., 419.
294
Henri Berthelier (1856–1918) was a violin professor at the Conservatoire. Jules Loëb (1852–
1933) was the principal cellist of the Opéra and the Conservatoire. In 1891, he formed a quartet
with Berthelier, Loëb, and violist Victor Balbreck.
295
Arnold Reitlinger (1865–?) was a student of Antoine Marmontel at the Conservatoire and
obtained his premier prix in 1886.
296
Philipp helped promote his students by performing with them in recitals. Such concerts were
held in 1909 with Cécile Deroche and Louise Clapisson, and in 1911with Ferdinand MotteLacroix and Paul-Silva Hérard. (Timbrell, “Isidor Philipp,” 63).
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Philipp’s output as a composer mostly consists of short character pieces for piano.297 He
is the author of dozens of collections of piano exercises.298 He also transcribed and edited many
works, including those of Liszt, Albeniz, Alkan, Brahms, Bach, Bartók, Debussy, Prokofiev,
Scarlatti and Scriabin;299 additionally, he compiled an anthology of English virginal music and
two volumes of Italian Six danses et airs anciens.300
Philipp was also a music critic and wrote articles for various journals, such as The Etude,
Musica, Le Monde musical, Le progrès artistique, and Le Ménestrel.301 But, most importantly,
Philipp was very successful as a teacher, and held various important positions, including thirtyone years as professor at the Conservatoire and twelve years on the faculty of the American
School of Music and Arts in Fontainebleau.302 Philipp was invited to judge several international
piano competitions.303 He was awarded the designation of Officer of the Légion d’honneur in
1926 and Commander of the Légion d’honneur in 1953.

297

For a list of his original works, see https://library.louisville.edu/music/isidore-philipp/original,
accessed October 30, 2018.
298
For a list of his studies and technical exercises, see https://library.louisville.edu/music/isidorephilipp/exercises, accessed October 30, 2018.
299
For a list of his editions of Liszt’s music, see https://library.louisville.edu/music/isidorephilipp/liszt, accessed October 30, 2018. For a list of his editions of other composers’ music, see
https://library.louisville.edu/music/isidore-philipp/other, accessed October 30, 2018. For a list of
his editions of other composers’ studies and exercises, see
https://library.louisville.edu/music/isidore-philipp/other-exercises, accessed October 30, 2018.
300
Isidor Philipp, Virginalistes anglais (Paris: Heugel, 1924). Isidor Philipp, Six danses et airs
anciens (Paris: Heugel, 1930) and Isidor Philipp, Six danses et airs anciens, 2ème série (Paris:
Heugel, 1930).
301
For a list of articles by Philipp, see https://library.louisville.edu/music/isidore-philipp/articles,
section A, accessed October 30, 2018.
302
For more details on Philipp’s various positions, see Chapter 3: Isidor Philipp’s pedagogical
career.
303
He judged competitions in Vienna and Budapest in 1933; Chopin International Piano
competition in Warsaw in 1937; Naumburg Foundation Awards in 1950.
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In 1940, after the outbreak of World War II, Philipp fled to the United States, leaving his
Parisian life and possessions behind. He lived in New York until 1956. Despite his advanced age,
he pursued his activities as a teacher, performer, writer, editor, and composer, which explains the
familiarity of his name in America, in comparison to other French pedagogues of that era. By the
end of his life, he was better known in New York than in France.304 Philipp taught privately and
gave masterclasses in Montreal, Louisville, Missouri, Chicago, Indianapolis, Kansas, and
Florida. He gave his last public performance in Carnegie Hall in 1955, performing the Franck
Violin Sonata with John Corigliano Sr.305

Isidor Philipp’s Pianistic Style
A 1912 review of Philipp’s performance of Saint-Saëns’ chamber music summed up his
strengths as a pianist and captured the essence of his typically French musical aesthetics:
The audience was enraptured, and it had good reason to be. Messieurs Philipp, Brun, and
Salmon played the first movement of the superb trio with beautiful breadth, and the rest
of the piece with enlightened taste, spiritual and colorful at times, expressive and
passionate at others. The variations for two pianos were performed by Messieurs Philipp
and Motte-Lacroix with a rare elegance and sparkling virtuosity. Similarly, the violin
sonata found perfect interpreters in Messieurs Philipp and Brun…. But it was the
admirable sonata for piano and cello that particularly seduced the public. Messieurs
Phillip and Salmon played it with the purest style, a security of ensemble, a delicacy in
the soft nuances, and a beauty of sound in strong moments and earned long applause.306
304

“[To New York] I am living still, [whereas] in France I am dead. Except for half a dozen
former students, they have forgotten me and the devotion and services rendered.” Isidor Philipp
to Helen Moore, Isidor Philipp Archive at the Dwight Anderson Memorial Music Library at the
University of Louisville, Series 8: A: 151.
305
John Corigliano Sr. (1901–1975) was the concertmaster of the New York Philharmonic from
1943 until 1966.
306
“Le public était dans le ravissement et il avait raison de l’être. MM Philipp, Brun et Salmon
ont joué avec une belle ampleur le superbe premier morceau du trio et, avec le goût le plus
éclairé les autres parties tour à tour spirituelles, colorées, expressives ou passionnées. Les
variations à deux pianos ont été dites par MM. Philipp et Motte-Lacroix avec une rare élégance
et la plus étincelante virtuosité. De même, la sonate de violon a trouvé en MM. Philipp et Brun
de parfaits interprètes. …Mais c’est l’admirable sonate pour violoncelle qui a particulièrement
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This description of Philipp’s playing fits into the ideal of sound espoused by Debussy and Louis
Laloy (discussed in Chapter 2: On sound production and phrasing). Other reviews comment on
Philipp’s “very remarkable mechanism, authority, beautiful sound, and excellent style”307 and his
“singularly beautiful touch and perfect technical equipment.”308 Philipp’s pianism reflects his
preference for unexaggerated expression. He was, however, sometime criticized for what was
perceived as an impersonal quality, which was suggested in a review of his 1905 performance of
Widor’s Piano Concerto No. 2: “M. Philipp didn’t show any particular qualities in his
interpretation”309 and a review from a performance in Berlin which described him as
“uninteresting.”310
Philipp’s writings on other pianists and his activity as a critic provide knowledge of his
musical tastes and his sense of style. Evidence of his preference for restrained displays of
emotion is revealed in his writings on Leopold Godowsky, whose playing Philipp admired for its
simplicity. Philipp wrote: “[Godowsky] made it a point…to be as simple as possible, without any
exaggerations of style, without any gesture calculated to attract the attention of the listener.”311
His 1891 review of Sophie Menter’s312 concert indicates his predilection for velvety sounds:

séduit le public. MM. Philipp et Salmon l’ont joué avec le style le plus pur et une sûreté
d’ensemble, une délicatesse dans les nuances douces, une beauté de son dans la force qui leur a
valu de longs applaudissements.” Amédée Boutarel, “Revue des grands concerts,” Le Ménestrel
78, no. 9 (March 2, 1912): 69.
307
“Un mécanisme très remarquable, de l’autorité, un beau son, et un style excellent.” “Concerts
et soirées,” Le Ménestrel 52, no. 21 (April 25, 1886): 171.
308
London Times (March 14, 1890), 10.
309
“M. Philipp n’a pas montré dans l’interprétation de qualités particulières.” “A.L.,” “Théâtres
et Concerts,” La Revue musicale 5, no.6 (March 15, 1905): 192.
310
Otto Lessmann, Allgemeine Musik-Zeitung 27, no. 2 (January 12, 1900): 25–26.
311
Philipp, “Recollections of Leopold Godowsky,” 180.
312
Sophie Menter (1846–1918) was an internationally acclaimed German pianist and composer
who studied with Liszt. Anton Rubinstein called her “the sole ruler of all piano keys and hearts.”
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“She adds to this impeccable technique a superb sonority, as cushioned in vigorous passages as it
is exquisite in gentle ones, and a style free of any exaggeration or mannerism.”313
In his correspondence with Helen Moore314 (an excerpt of which appears in Appendix 2),
Philipp wrote about pianists he liked, including Guiomar Novaes, Myra Hess, Artur Rubinstein,
Mieczyslaw Horszowski, Solomon, and Moura Lympany, and pianists he did not like, such as
Artur Schnabel, Rudolf Serkin, Clifford Curzon. About Schnabel, Philipp wrote, “Schnabel plays
badly and without style; he is brutal and affected.”315 He also commented:
You surely own the only copy that still exists of Czerny’s Method… Everything in it is
interesting, in particular everything concerning Beethoven. I wonder if the stupid and
self-important Schnabel has ever read Czerny. If he had, he wouldn’t have dared
publishing his edition, a monument of childish vanity.316
He qualified Serkin as “grimacing and dry”317 and Curzon as “mannered and exaggerated.”318
This list reveals a bias against the German school, typically known for its more romantic
interpretations, more robust sound, and freer approach to tempi.319 His hostility to German

313

“Elle joint à cette impeccable technique une superbe sonorité, aussi moelleuse dans la vigueur
qu'exquise dans la douceur, et un style dégagé de toute espèce d'exagération ou d'afféterie.”
Isidor Philipp, “Revue des grands concerts,” Le Ménestrel 57, no. 11 (March 15, 1891): 86.
314
Helen Moore (1899–1990) was a former student of Philipp. She was on the faculty at Rollins
College, Florida from 1928 to 1962. Philipp’s letters to Moore (170 of them) form the core of the
epistolary collection at the Isidor Philipp Archive.
315
“Schnabel joue mal, sans style, est brutal et affecté.” Isidor Philipp to Helen Moore,
November 2, 1948, Isidor Philipp Archive at the Dwight Anderson Memorial Music Library,
University of Louisville.
316
“Vous avez certainement le seul exemplaire qu'existe encore de la Méthode de Czerny...tout y
est intéressant et particulièrement tout ce qu'il dit au sujet de Beethoven. Je me demande si le
stupide et vaniteux Schnabel a jamais lu Czerny. S'il l'avait lu, il n'aurait pas osé publier son
édition, monument de vanité puérile.” Isidor Philipp to Helen Moore, August 19, 1949, Isidor
Philipp Archive at the Dwight Anderson Memorial Music Library, University of Louisville. A
reproduction of this letter is presented in Appendix 2.
317
“Grimacier et sec.” Isidor Philipp to Helen Moore, March 25, 1942, Isidor Philipp Archive at
the Dwight Anderson Memorial Music Library, University of Louisville.
318
“maniéré et exagéré.” Isidor Philipp to Helen Moore, February 27, 1949, Isidor Philipp
Archive at the Dwight Anderson Memorial Music Library, University of Louisville.
319
He qualified Schnabel as “more Boche than Boche,” a very derogatory term referring to
German soldiers. [“Plus boche que boche.”] Isidor Philipp to Helen Moore, March 25, 1942,
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musicians was also manifested in that same 1891 concert review of Sophie Menter’s recital:
“One must also cite, but this time without any enthusiasm, an arrangement in the German style of
[Franck’s] Variations symphoniques, with cuts typical of more or less mediocre pianists of the
Clara Schumann school – an arrangement, or rather a derangement, unworthy of a Menter.”320
Aside from these purely musical aesthetic differences, Philipp also held a personal grudge
against Germans after World War II. In a New York Times interview, Philipp said:
They are killers, and kill everything they touch. A charming young woman just called on
me and asked me to give her a lesson. She played very well, showing talent and promise.
But when she finished, I said: “Yes, you play nicely and I should like to have you as a
pupil, but first I must ask you something: Do you hate Germans?”321
On the other hand, Philipp seemed to have an affinity for Russian players. In addition to his
aforementioned admiration of Leopold Godowsky, he also thought highly of Anton
Rubinstein.322 He found Godowsky’s talent to be “quite out of the ordinary” and gave him “great
pleasure.”323 He performed for Rubinstein in 1888 and held the Russian pianist’s playing in
utmost regard:
It is impossible to give to those who have not heard him any idea of this inspired
interpreter of the great master. Such a performance went beyond talent and rose to genius.
Power, accentuation, rhythm, enchantment, delicacy, passion, an extraordinary variety of
nuances, the gift of imagination. Rubinstein had, in truth, and in the highest degree, the
genius for interpretation.324
Isidor Philipp Archive at the Dwight Anderson Memorial Music Library, University of
Louisville.
320
“Il faut citer aussi, mais cette fois sans enthousiasme aucun, un arrangement à l’allemande des
Variations symphoniques, avec des coupures ad usum des pianistes plus ou moins médiocres de
l’école de Clara Schumann, arrangement ou plutôt dérangement indigne d’une Menter.” Philipp,
Le Ménestrel 57, no. 11: 86.
321
Unnamed critic, “Concert and Opera,” New York Times (September 5, 1943): X5.
322
Isidor Philipp, “Personal Recollections of Anton Rubinstein,” The Etude 56, no. 8 (August
1938): 493–494. The article gives an accounting of Philipp’s great admiration for the Russian
pianist.
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Philipp, “Recollections of Leopold Godowsky,” 179.
324
Philipp, “Personal Recollections of Anton Rubinstein,” 493.
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Philipp went so far as to say of Rubinstein: “Mathias considered him superior to Liszt, and
Busoni said that any comparison between Rubinstein and Liszt was to the latter’s disadvantage. I
fully agree with him.”325 Ferruccio Busoni was, in addition to being one of Philipp’s dear friends,
one of his favorite pianists. Philipp thought of him as “the most extraordinary of them all,”326 and
wrote that “his technique was fairy-like, full of audacity, finesse, suppleness, and absolute
precision. His sound, while always remaining noble, pure, and fluid, easily ranged from the
brightest forte to the most mysterious pianissimo. Those who have not had the joy to hear him
cannot conceive of the rhythm, the extraordinary polyphony, the musicality that distinguish his
unique, magical, wonderful playing.”327
Philipp’s taste in repertoire reflected his strong ties to nineteenth-century French music.
According to Timbrell:
Philipp’s opinions undoubtedly reflect the nineteenth-century French perspective that he
inherited from older teachers and friends such as Alkan, Saint-Saëns, Widor, and
Mathias. Those tastes, formed early never left him. His dislike of most twentieth-century
music is well documented. Although he was personally friendly with Stravinsky, Casella,
Busoni and some other forward-looking composers, it was Saint-Saëns’s music that he
constantly championed. After hearing the Piano Sonata of Samuel Barber, Philipp wrote
to Moore, “I assure you that it is not music.”328
His inclinations are essentially summed up in his remark about Godowsky’s music, “Godowsky
the composer, far from denying the past, knew—like another great musician of our period,
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Maurice Dumesnil, “A Master Speaks of the Masters,” The Etude 65, no. 3 (March 1947):
124.
326
Rafael Kammerer, "Philipp Compares Pianists—Past and Present," Musical America 64
(December 1955): 16.
327
“Sa technique était féerique, fabuleuse d’audace, de finesse, de souplesse, d’absolue
précision. Sa sonorité, tout en restant noble, pure, fluide, allait avec une incroyable aisance du
forte le plus éclatant au pianissimo le plus mystérieux. Ceux qui n’ont pas eu la joie de l’entendre
ne peuvent concevoir le rythme, la polyphonie extraordinaire, la musicalité qui distinguaient son
jeu unique, magique, génial.” Philipp, “Quelques Souvenirs sur Busoni,” 5.
328
Timbrell, “Isidor Philipp,” 76.
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Ernest Bloch—how to write like a “modern” without becoming a convert to the easy cult of the
wrong notes.”329
Philipp’s polished finger/wrist technique made him an ideal interpreter of music that
required agility and a light touch, such as Mendelssohn’s Rondo Capriccioso, the performance of
which had earned him a premier prix at the Conservatoire in 1883. His devotion to the music of
Saint-Saëns, which required a similar technique, lasted throughout his career. The majority of his
recordings feature Saint-Saëns’s chamber music.330 When traveling to the United States in 1935,
it was Saint-Saëns’s music that Philipp performed in New York and Boston (the cello sonatas,
opp. 32 and 123; the Piano Quartet, Op. 41; and Variations on a Theme of Beethoven, Op. 35). In
a letter to Helen Moore, he wrote, “If you have to play Beethoven 4th Concerto (there is only one
Beethovenian cadenza, the one by Saint-Saëns. Even the one by Busoni is not good…).”331 He
also focused on Saint-Saëns’s music in his role as a pedagogue: in 1921, 1924, and 1925, he
organized concerts in Liège and Paris in which five of his students performed all of SaintSaëns’s concertos in a single evening.
Charles-Marie Widor was another contemporary composer whose music found a devoted
supporter in Philipp. Philipp brought the fairly unknown piano music of the French composer to
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Philipp, “Recollections of Leopold Godowsky,” 180.
Philipp’s only recorded the following works: Mozart’s Concerto No. 19 in F Major, K. 459
(first movement); Saint-Saëns’s Valse Mignonne, Op. 104, Violin Sonata No. 1, Op. 75, Cello
Sonatas Nos.1 and 2, Opp. 32 and 123, Scherzo for Two Pianos Op. 87; a selection of early
Italian music which includes Leonardo Vinci’s Largo and Minuetto Variaio, Marco Rutini’s
Minuetto Vivace; Cesare Negri’s Pass’e Mezzo, Bernardo Pasquini’s Ario, and Fabritio Caroso’s
Spagnoletia.
331
“Si vous devez jouer le 4ième Concerto de Beethoven (il n'y a qu'une seule cadence
beethovenienne, c'est celle de Saint-Saëns. Même celle de Busoni n'est pas bonne…)” Isidor
Philipp to Helen Moore, August 19, 1949, Isidor Philipp Archive at the Dwight Anderson
Memorial Music Library, University of Louisville. A reproduction of this letter is presented in
Appendix 2.
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Belgium, England and Germany. Widor’s First Piano Concerto in F minor, Op. 39 was Philipp’s
signature piece for many years; it is a brilliant, virtuosic Lisztian piece that suited Philipp’s
impeccable technique. Widor’s Second Piano Concerto in C minor, Op. 77 and Fantasy, Op. 62
for piano and orchestra are both dedicated to Philipp, who premiered and frequently performed
the Fantasy (Paris, London, Brussels, Berlin).
Philipp also performed the music of French contemporary composers such as CharlesValentin Alkan, Gabriel Fauré, Georges Mathias, Émile Bernard, Édouard Broustet,332 Gabriel
Pierné, Paul Lacombe333, Théodore Dubois, and Albert Périlhou.334 He also performed his own
works in concert, such as his Concertino for Three Pianos, Op. 82 (with Alfred Cortot and
Lazare-Lévy in 1933), and some of his short pieces (Barcarolles, Caprices, Valse-Caprices on
themes of Strauss, among others). Unlike Marguerite Long, he didn’t have a strong affinity for
modernist composers. He never performed Debussy’s music, which seemed to be too elusive for
his taste. His antipathy for Debussy was already fixed early in his career: in 1895, in a review for
Le Ménestrel, Philipp wrote, “Monsieur Debussy’s Prélude à l’Après-midi d’un faune is finely
and delicately orchestrated; but one seeks in vain any heart or strength: it is precious, subtle, and
indefinite in the same way as the work of Mallarmé, of which it is a musical illustration.”335

332

Édouard Broustet (1836–1901) was a French composer. He studied piano with Camille-Marie
Stamaty and Henri Litolff. Most of his compositions are for piano.
333
Paul Lacombe (1837–1927) was a French composer who wished to promote French
symphonic and chamber music after the Franco-Prussian War. However, his compositions fail to
eschew the German influence. His output consists mainly of small piano pieces, chamber music,
orchestral works and songs (but no operas).
334
Albert Périlhou (1846–1936) was a French composer who studied organ with Saint-Saëns at
the École Niedermeyer; in 1910, he was nominated director of the school. Called a “composer of
the eighteenth century” by Louis Vierne, Périlhou’s music is characterized by delicacy and
elegance. His compositions include works for organ, piano, orchestra and voice.
335
“Le Prélude à l’Après midi d'un faune de M. Debussy est d'une orchestration fine et délicate;
mais on y cherche vainement un peu de cœur, un peu de vigueur: il est précieux, subtil et
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Years later, speaking of Debussy’s Études, Philipp said, “I could hardly feel enthused about
these extremely complex and difficult compositions.”336
Among non-French composers of standard repertoire, he favored the works of Bach,
Mozart, Chopin, and Liszt in his concert programs.337 In contrast with the general taste of the
French public of the time, Philipp had a keen appreciation for the music of Russian composers,
including that of Tchaikovsky, Anton Rubinstein,338 Rimsky-Korsakov, and Godowsky. It is
interesting to note that most of Philipp’s repertoire does not comprise what is considered today to
be standard repertoire. His concerto repertoire did not include any of Beethoven, Brahms or
even, surprisingly, Saint-Saëns concerti; on the other hand, it included works for piano and
orchestra by Émile Bernard, Édouard Broustet, Alphonse Duvernoy, Paul Lacombe, Albert
Périlhou, Gabriel Pierné, and Charles-Marie Widor, all largely forgotten today. Timbrell
explains, “Philipp’s concerto repertoire was large…and it naturally reflected his own taste and
that of the Parisian public of the time. …All are dazzling without being overly demanding for the
performer or the listener.”339

imprécis au même degré que l’œuvre de M. Mallarmé, dont il est une illustration musicale.”
Isidor Philipp, “Revue des grands concerts,” Le Ménestrel 61, no. 43 (October 27, 1895): 340.
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Dumesnil, “A Master Speaks of the Masters,” 126.
337
He very frequently performed Liszt’s Hungarian Fantasy.
338
Anton Rubinstein’s Fourth Piano Concerto, Op. 70 was one of the works Philipp most often
performed. Philipp believed that Anton’s Rubinstein’s music would someday be revived, despite
the neglect it received from his contemporaries.
339
Timbrell. “Isidor Philipp,” 57.
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Isidor Philipp’s Pedagogical Career

Figure 3.2. Isidor Philipp, with his piano class (1934). Photo by L. Roosen. Archives du
Conservatoire de Paris. Used by permission.
Philipp is mostly remembered as a teacher. His career began in the late 1880s as a
professor in small private Parisian schools. In 1891, he was appointed at the École
Niedermeyer340 and was awarded the Palmes d’officier de l’instruction publique (award for
officer of public instruction). In 1903, at age 40, Philipp succeeded Charles de Bériot341 at the
Conservatoire as professor of an advanced piano class.342 He remained at the institution for
thirty-one years, and retired in 1934. He also served as head of the piano department and
president of the faculty. In 1921, Philipp became a faculty member at the American School of
Music and Arts in Fontainebleau, a summer school that was founded in the wake of World War
340

See Chapter 1: Gabriel Fauré (1845–1924). Philipp’s friend and mentor, Saint-Saëns, was
head of piano studies at the École Niedermeyer from 1861–1865.
341
See Chapter 1: Charles de Bériot: 1887–1903.
342
Like Marguerite Long, Philipp’s candidature to the post of professor of an advanced piano
class was twice rejected prior to his nomination. The first time was in 1896, after Fissot’s death,
and the second time was in 1901, when he sought to succeed Pugno. In 1907, Philipp’s class was
handed over to Édouard Risler, and Philipp was transferred to head a women’s class. This
transfer was initiated by Fauré, director at the time, in order to prevent Marguerite Long’s
appointment. See Chapter 2: Marguerite Long’s Pedagogical Career.
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I, whose mission was to encourage American students to study music with French professors
(usually during the summer) and experience French culture and traditions.343 Philipp was the
director of its music department for twelve years. Other piano instructors at the school included
Robert Casadesus344 and Camille Decreus.345 Nadia Boulanger346 was one of the most famous
teachers associated with this institution. In addition, Philipp was frequently invited to teach
masterclasses at the École Normale. For instance, in 1920, he taught a two-week cours
d’interprétation (interpretation class) dedicated to the Mozart, Saint-Saëns, and Mendelssohn
concerti—a reflection of the repertoire he favored.

343

In 1921, Philipp, in collaboration with Walter Damrosch and Charles-Marie Widor,
established the American School of Music and Arts in Fontainebleau. Walter Damrosch (1862–
1950) was a composer, music educationist and composer. He was an important musical figure in
America. He conducted the New York Philharmonic Society and Metropolitan Opera orchestras.
Among other activities, he presented a broadcasting music appreciation program for children on
NBC from 1928 to 1942.
344
Robert Casadesus (1899–1972) studied at the Conservatoire in the class of Louis Diémer. He
also studied with Ravel for a time and recorded Ravel’s complete solo works, which remains a
reference to this day. He is also particularly appreciated for his recordings of Mozart’s concertos.
Casadesus’s international career was at its height after the war, when he performed throughout
the world. In 1958, he was awarded the Brahms Medal by the city of Hamburg. Well-known to
Americans, Casadesus coached many American pianists through his association with the
American School in Fontainebleau. He was Philipp’s assistant at the American School from 1921
to 1924, and was appointed professor of piano in 1935, then director in 1946.
345
Camille Decreus (1876–1939) studied with Raoul Pugno at the Conservatoire. He also served
as Philipp’s assistant for a time and was nominated director of the American School of Music
and Arts in Fontainebleau in 1924.
346
Nadia Boulanger (1887–1979) was a French teacher, composer, and conductor. She studied
harmony at the Conservatoire with Paul Vidal and composition with Charles-Marie Widor and
Gabriel Fauré; she also studied the organ privately with Vierne and Guilmant. In 1908, she was a
finalist in the Prix de Rome, and was awarded a second prize with her cantata La sirène. In the
1920s, the focus of her career shifted to teaching, and today, she is remembered as one of the
foremost composition teachers of the twentieth century. She taught harmony, counterpoint,
music history, analysis, organ and composition at the École Normale; she taught piano
accompaniment at the Conservatoire; she taught harmony at the American School in
Fontainebleau. She became the director of the latter in 1948. There, she trained many American
composers, including Aaron Copland, Elliott Carter, and Virgil Thomson.
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Philipp taught hundreds of pianists. His students at the Conservatoire included Maurice
Dumesnil, Marcelle Herrenschmitt, Madeleine de Valmalète, Guiomar Novaes, Monique de la
Bruchollerie, Jeanne-Marie Darré, Jean Francaix, Nikita Magaloff, Beveridge Webster, and Paul
Loyonnet. His students at the American School in Fontainebleau included Aaron Copland, Helen
Moore, Beveridge Webster, Phyllis Sellick, and John Kirkpatrick. Emil Oberhoffer, Felix Fox,
Fernando Laires, Dwight Anderson, and Henry Bellamann also worked under Philipp’s guidance
and carried on his legacy by perpetuating and honoring his teachings, in practice and in writing.
Philipp’s students roster reveals the international nature of his influence. He taught students from
all over the world (Russia, America, Canada, Brazil, Chile, New Zealand, Germany, Belgium,
Portugal, Turkey, Sweden, England, Switzerland, and Scotland). Philipp introduced the Parisian
pianistic traditions to many foreign students and his influence was particularly important in
America, considering that he mentored many leading American musical figures who later
became associated with major United States conservatories like the Juilliard School, the Curtis
Institute of Music, and the Peabody Conservatory.347
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T. P. Currier, “Isidor Philipp and French Piano Playing,” The Musical World 3, no. 7 (July
1903): 113–115 is an interesting article that enumerates the various characteristics of French
piano playing, and presents Philipp as its epitome: “Naturally, Philipp is an exponent of the
French school of pianism. Now, this school adheres rather closely to certain traditions of its own,
which to some may seem strange, considering these days of eclecticism in piano playing.
Notwithstanding the great changes that have taken place in the art, in Paris it is still, as in the
days of Herz and Kalkbrenner, in general characterized by velocity and elegance, without the
access of power on which followers of Liszt and Rubinstein have for so many years prided
themselves…. French pianists are noted for their delicacy, finish, and charming tone quality of
their playing. If there is in it, however, one element that seems dearest to their hearts it is
velocity. In rapid playing, they as a body, lead the world. …It was not an exhibition of mere
clap-trap velocity; it was velocity with a distinct musical purpose.”
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Isidor Philipp’s Technical Publications
Philipp’s international renown also came about with the publication of his many volumes
of technical exercises. By 1900, at least a dozen volumes, mostly of original exercises, had been
issued by five leading music publishers in France (Durand, Heugel, Hamelle, Leduc, Janin,
Enoch) and by G. Schirmer in the United States. His most important publications will be listed
and examined below. 348
Philipp’s pedagogical work pertains to pianistic difficulties such as the acquisition of
finger independence, the execution of scales, arpeggios, octaves, double notes, and trills, and the
passage of the thumb. All these volumes reflect Philipp’s mastery of piano pedagogy and his
knowledge of the technical difficulties that are presented in piano literature. Philipp’s early
publications are the most interesting; in my opinion, the dozens of later volumes became
redundant. He did not intend for these publications to be studied from cover to cover, but rather
for teachers and students to judiciously choose from, according to one’s needs. At age 92,
Philipp said about his own exercises:
The exercises I have written and published were designed to overcome specific technical
problems. They were not written for particular pupils. Most textbooks on the art of
teaching I find faulty in two respects—they do not classify clearly the principles of
teaching and they use involved phrases that confuse rather than enlighten the reader.349
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For a complete list of his studies and technical exercises, see
https://library.louisville.edu/music/isidore-philipp/exercises, accessed October 30, 2018.
349
Kammerer, “Philipp Compares Pianists,”16.
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The particular value of the following volumes will be reviewed in this section: Exercices
journaliers350 (1894), Exercices pratiques351 (1897), Complete School of Technic352(1908),
Exercices quotidiens tirés des oeuvres de Chopin353 (1897), Exercises for Independence of the
Fingers354 (1898; 1917), Exercices de tenues (1905).355
In 1899, in a detailed and laudatory review of Philipp’s Exercices journaliers, American
journalist, music critic and art critic James Huneker ranked Philipp’s work among the most
difficult, ingenious, and original exercises ever published and wrote:
It remains for Isidor Philipp to work the formula out to its utmost, and the result is a
volume unique in the annals of piano literature and of surpassing value to pianist, teacher
and pupil. This volume, I have no hesitation in saying, is the most significant since the
posthumous publication of Tausig’s Daily Studies…. At a blow Philipp demolishes
thousands of technical studies. …We do not wonder that Saint-Saëns called the work a
vade mecum (handbook) for pianists.356
This manual is a collection of musical excerpts, typically of four to eight measures, from the
piano literature. Philipp selected works among the following composers: Alkan, J.S. Bach,
Beethoven, de Bériot, Bernard, Brahms, Chopin, Cramer, Czerny, Delaborde, Diémer, Grieg,
Haendel, Heller, Herz, Hummel, D’Indy, Lalo, Liszt, Mathias, Mendelssohn, Pierné, RimskyKorsakov, Ritter, Anton Rubinstein, Saint-Saëns, Schubert, Schumann, Thalberg, Tchaikovsky,
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Isidor Philipp, Exercices journaliers pour le piano suivis d’exemples tirés d’auteurs anciens
et modernes (Paris: Durand, 1894).
351
Isidor Philipp, Exercices pratiques pour le piano: introduction aux Exercices journaliers
(Paris: Durand, 1897).
352
Isidor Philipp, Complete School of Technic for the Pianoforte (Philadelphia: T. Presser,
1908).
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Isidor Philipp, Exercices quotidiens tirés des œuvres de Chopin (Paris: Hamelle, 1897).
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Isidor Philipp, Exercises for Independence of the Fingers in Two Parts (New York: G.
Schirmer, Part 1, 1898; Part 2, 1917).
355
Isidor Philipp, Exercices de tenues pour développer l’égalité des doigts (Paris: Heugel, 1905).
356
James Huneker, Mezzotints in Modern Music: Brahms, Tschaïkowsky, Chopin, Richard
Strauss, Liszt and Wagner (New York, C. Scribner's Sons, 1899), 271–276.
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Weber, Widor, as well as his own works. The volume is divided in nine sections, each preceded
by preparatory exercises written by Philipp, whose methodology is based on the idea of
fragmentation—short and specific technical exercises are devised for each pianistic difficulty to
be mastered and the examples presented are very short—typically four to eight measures.357 The
sections are as follows:
•

Extension exercises

•

For the independence of the fingers

•

Exercises for the left hand

•

Scales

•

Arpeggios

•

Double notes

•

Trills

•

Octave and wrist playing

•

Rhythmic exercises

Philipp’s Exercices journaliers are particularly rich in their musical content; for Saint-Saëns, in
this collection, “musical interest is combined with utility.”358 Thomas Parker Currier359 pointed
out:

357

This methodology was already used in Adam’s Méthode de piano. see Chapter 1: Louis
Adam’s Méthode de piano du Conservatoire (1805).
358
“L’intérêt musical se joint à l’utilité.” Camille Saint-Saëns’s words in the preface of Philipp’s
Exercices journaliers.
359
Thomas Parker Currier (1845–1929), usually referred as T. P. Currier, was an American
pianist who studied with Edward MacDowell. He wrote many other articles, including the
introduction to Philipp’s Complete School of Technic for the Pianoforte, “Isidor Philipp and
French Piano Playing,” “Pedagogic Work of Isidor Philipp,” Journal of the American Liszt
Society 13 (June 1983): 109–113, and “Edward MacDowell: As I knew Him,” The Musical
Quarterly 1. no. 1 (January 1915): 17–51.
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The special worth of these extracts lies in the fact that they furnish musical examples for
practice. Instead of dreary, unmusical pages, one has before him measures permeated
with poetic feeling and glowing with tone color. As a consequence, the love for tonal
effect is constantly fostered, the touch is improved through the instinctive desire to
reproduce the beauties of the phrase, and the interest in study is thus continually
enhanced.360
In 1897, three years after the publication of the Exercices journaliers, Philipp presented
the Exercices pratiques, which served as an introduction to the former. This manual highlights an
important aspect of Philipp’s technique: unusual hand stretching exercises designed to increase
the hand’s pliancy. In addition, this volume offers a concise yet informative preface in which
Philipp lays down the basic rules of piano practicing. These specific principles will be discussed
later in the chapter. As T. P. Currier pointed out, this collection regrettably does not present any
selections for chord practice, which is revelatory of Philipp’s own playing style and of French
pianism as a whole.
The Complete School of Technic is probably the most comprehensive of Philipp’s
volumes and summarizes his technical thinking. T. P. Currier wrote its introduction and added
comments throughout the work. Stravinsky was known to use this volume throughout his life,
“Stravinsky must have thought highly of Philipp’s technical training because he practiced
exercises from his Complete School of Technic for the Pianoforte for the next twenty-two
years.”361
The Exercices quotidiens tirés des œuvres de Chopin show once again Philipp’s desire to
intertwine music and technique as they feature excerpts of Chopin’s music. The work is divided
into two groups, the first consisting of octaves and chords, the second, of passages in double
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T. P. Currier, “Pedagogic Work of Isidor Philipp,” Journal of the American Liszt Society 13
(June 1983): 112.
361
Leblanc, “The Life and Work,” 23–24.
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notes. The particular value of this volume lies in its concentrated study of the pianistic
difficulties of Chopin as it enables the pianist to become acquainted with the particular
vocabulary of the composer. In Bellamann’s words:
To play the smallest piece of Chopin or Schumann really well does suggest that the
student should have played—at least, have read—most of that composer’s work. Only in
that way are the fingers at home in the special idiom…. To know these paths well, to feel
this idiom as a familiar process, is to have acquired the individual and special language of
the composer.362
Another attractive aspect of this work is presented in its preface which was written by Mathias
who said, “You will find most of my recollections of [Chopin] in the preface of Philipp’s
work.”363
Saint-Saëns said that the Exercises for Independence of the Fingers was the only
technical practice he ever found necessary. All exercises are built on diminished seventh chords,
a practice well associated with Philipp. Gaby Casadesus recalled that Philipp’s assistant, Pierret,
used to make her husband Robert work on these diminished chords from a very young age in
order to develop the suppleness of the hand, “Right away, Pierret made [Robert] work on the
Chopin’s chord that Philipp always used…C, E-flat, F-sharp, A.”364
One of Philipp’s best-known volumes, Exercices de tenues, was the subject of some
controversy. In 1987, a meeting between pianist Fernando Laires365 and noted pedagogue
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Bellamann, “Isidor Philipp,” 424.
Currier, “Pedagogic Work of Isidor Philipp,” 113.
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Gaby Casadesus, Mes noces musicales (Paris: Buchet/Chastel, 1989), 25.
365
Fernando Laires (1925–2016) was a Portuguese concert pianist who studied privately with
Philipp in New York. For over fifteen years he was on the faculty at Peabody Conservatory.
363
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Dorothy Taubman366 was arranged by Frank Wilson in order to discuss Philipp’s exercises.367
Wilson is a neurologist who specializes in the care of performing artists, Fernando Laires was an
advocate and former student of Philipp, and Dorothy Taubman was an American pedagogue
known for her skepticism towards the physiological soundness of some tenets of traditional
piano teaching, which she believed led to physical injuries. Held-note exercises, which consist of
the sustaining of each individual finger to as many as three in each hand, are of interest in this
interview as Taubman believes them to be particularly harmful and crippling for the hand. Laires
argues that staying on the key does not necessarily mean that effort is required, and that, when
practiced properly, held note exercises can be very beneficial in learning how to produce a
beautiful tone. Philipp’s only direction in the Exercices de tenues manual is, “One should work
very slowly, not too loudly, without strong articulation, with much care, aiming to obtain a round
and full sound, and avoiding any tension in the arm and hand.”368 I would also argue that Philipp
saw his work disparaged because of changes in fashion, and I agree with Timbrell, who stated:
Philipp’s exercises continue to be relevant today because good finger training is essential
for all pianists. Moreover, his exercises require imaginative ear training, creative practice
habits, and the cultivation of an always “beautiful sound”—aspects that should concern
players of all ages and levels. When practiced in moderation, slowly, without force, and
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Dorothy Taubman (1917–2013) was an American music teacher and lecturer. She never
graduated from college, but took courses at Juilliard and Columbia University and studied with
the renowned pianist Rosalyn Tureck for a year. She was the founder of the Taubman Institute in
New York. She is known to have developed the “Taubman Approach” to piano playing, which
earned its reputation through its high rate of success in curing playing injuries. She advocated
forearm rotations to reduce the need to twist and stretch in awkward positions. Her disciples
include Edna Golandsky and Yoheved Kaplinsky. Taubman directed the Dorothy Taubman
School of Piano at Amherst College in Massachusetts. She also taught at the Aaron Copland
School of Music of Queens college and at Temple University. She has been featured in numerous
articles and interviewed in the Boston Globe, Piano and Keyboard, and Clavier magazines.
367
Frank R. Wilson, “Isidor Philipp and His ‘Exercises,’” The Piano Quarterly 35, no. 138
(Summer 1987): 36–39.
368
Philipp, Exercices de tenues, 2.
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with the fingers resting on the keys, his Exercices de tenues…and Exercices for
Independence of the Fingers…can be of great value.369
Even though today, most teachers are well accustomed to Philipp’s piano practice rules, his
pedagogical work was pioneering at the time and I will discuss the specificities of his advice in
the next section.

Isidor Philipp’s Pedagogy
An Overview
In 1943, Henry Bellamann explained:
A half-century ago, music as experience existed in only a few places and on stated
occasions. The closed and locked door which kept most of the world outside was the
difficulty of performance. The piano, being the extraordinarily useful common
denominator of music that it is, was still infernally hard to play. It was played adequately
by only a few people, played well by even fewer, and played superlatively by only a
dozen first-water geniuses. Now something miraculous has happened. Thousands upon
thousands of young people play the piano astoundingly well. The boarding-school girl
and the conservatory student play as well as the second and third rank virtuosi used to
play.
Crediting a widely increased interest in music for all it is worth, crediting the
recording machines and the radio, there remains still what Philipp himself would call
"something of miracle" in the almost general possession of a useful and often brilliant
technique.
I think most of the credit lies at the door of the Paris studio of Isidor Philipp. In
that studio more people have been sentenced to hard labor than ever passed before the
severest tribunal in the world. Thousands, literally, I think, of the best talents from everywhere went out from that place to teach. The Philipp pupils are truly legion. Far off in the
small boarding schools of America, in the studios of the remotest places, there is heard
the sound of those diminished sevenths rising and falling in their merciless chromatic
successions…. Stiff fingers loosen, stubborn wrists give way, and presently the student
has a hand with which to work.370
Bellamann concluded his article on Philipp with the following statement: “The one most
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important factor in the changes that have come to piano playing is the teaching of Isidor
Philipp.” As hyperbolic as this assertion may be, it highlights the pioneering aspect of Philipp’s
pedagogical work.
While Long’s contribution to pedagogy largely pertained to her relationship with
important French composers, Philipp’s contribution to pedagogy is mostly associated with
technique. His ability to solve pianistic problems has remained legendary. He was concerned
with teaching the instrument, as opposed to trying to enforce an interpretation.371 Just like Long,
Philipp was often compared to a doctor whose diagnosis of the pupil’s shortcomings was
thorough and who was able to provide efficient and instant remedies. Students of Fissot’s,
Long’s and Philipp’s techniques presented similarities with one another, and were often placed in
opposition with those who came from the Cortot line of technical training. Both Long and
Philipp relied more on varied finger weight than the use of arm and pedals for tonal variety, and
taught technique from the knuckle and wrist; Cortot’s technique involved more arm and shoulder
use.
Like many other teachers, Philipp claimed that he had no “method.” In his manifesto,
entitled Some Reflections on Piano Playing,372 he explained that “any method of teaching is
constantly modified according to the age, hand, intellect, talent and enthusiasm of the pupil.”373
Indeed, not every student was assigned a large number of technical exercises. In his recollections
of Philipp’s teaching, Laires wrote, “It surprises me to read articles written by former students
that describe lessons that were entirely different from my own. One affirms that Philipp required
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students to play scales and arpeggios at all lessons, but he never asked me to play a scale or an
arpeggio.”374 Some Reflections on Piano Playing is a concise twenty-three-pages essay that
summarizes Philipp’s pedagogical thinking. To some extent, it is the equivalent of the preface of
Long’s piano method (see Chapter 2), even though the philosophical nature of Philipp’s concepts
is sometime in contrast with the extremely practical approach of Long.
Saint-Saëns had a strong influence on Philipp’s pedagogy. As a student, Philipp
religiously wrote down the advice Saint-Saëns gave him, and as a teacher, he continued to preach
his master’s “maxims.”375 Philipp stated, “The ideas of Saint-Saëns were what inspired me to
seek new ideas for my own pupils.”376 Philipp’s pedagogy also bore resemblance with Chopin’s
teaching, perhaps indirectly due to his studies with Mathias at the Conservatoire. Philipp wrote,
“From Chopin, Mathias learned beauty of tone, clearness of technic, exquisite finish of detail,”377
and Philipp’s own teaching reflected these qualities. In addition, Philipp’s Exercises for
Independence of the Fingers, as well as many other of his volumes, are based on the same fivenote diminished seventh chord as set of exercises devised by Chopin for his niece.378 Lastly,
Mathias’s preface to Philipp’s Exercices quotidiens tirés des œuvres de Chopin “presents the
most complete account we have of Mathias’s recollections of his work with Chopin.”379
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On technique
As previously discussed, Philipp and Long were both preoccupied with independence of
the fingers. The active involvement of the arms and shoulders was essentially omitted from
Philipp’s technique books. Philipp was more attentive to the role of the wrist and often assigned
wrist exercises to his students. His idea on the topic is summed up in Some Reflections on Piano
Playing:
The initial instruction in octave and wrist playing is of the greatest importance. A welldeveloped wrist will influence the touch even in legato passages and make the tone more
beautiful in everything one plays. It will practically do away with that clumsy playing
that is commonly known as playing from the arm.
Practice any wrist exercises until the nerves and muscle of both, wrist and arm,
are well under control…the arms motionless, the hand is then raised from the wrist as far
back as it will go, so as to form as nearly as possible, a right angle to the arm. There it
remains for a few seconds. The ascending and descending movements must be elastic—
herein lies the whole gist of this exercise. One hand after the other is to execute these
movements with a perfect absence of stiffness. No fatigue must be felt. The fingers retain
their habitual curve during wrist exercises and should steadily maintain that curve.380
He directed for octaves to be played from the wrist, with a motionless arm381 and suggested
practicing J.S. Bach’s Two-Part Inventions in octaves.382 In this respect, Philipp’s technique ran
counter to that of many other contemporary pedagogues, such as Ludwig Deppe, Rudolf
Breithaupt, Marie Jaëll, and Tobias Matthay, who considered the role of the upper arm as
essential to piano technique.
His basic approach to hand position was summarized by Paul Loyonnet: “He wanted us
to articulate vigorously, with fingers curved from the tip and with each phalange contributing to
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a hollowed hand-position.”383 Philipp’s former student Jacqueline Blancard explained, “He said
the hand should be held like a conch shell—although for different hands he adapted this
advice.”384 Indeed, as Laires recalled Philipp’s advice, “The fingers are extended, not curved.”385
Philipp’s own words are, “The fingers playing on the soft part of the tips. An excellent result will
be noticed at once: the tone will improve and have a singing quality. To produce a beautiful tone,
Thalberg said, ‘one should in a way ‘knead’ the keyboard with a hand of velvet, the key being
felt rather than struck.’”386
Philipp’s own hands were described as exceptionally flexible and extremely stretched.387
He was a strong advocate of stretching exercises. He explained:
The great consideration from a pianistic point of view is not so much the length of the
fingers as the breadth of the hand and the stretching power between fingers. This is the
vital point and it can be much improved by practice. A great deal of care must be taken in
the teaching as well as in the practice of exercises intended to develop this stretching
power of the fingers.388
Many of his exercises used open hand positions.389 In Nikita Magaloff’s view, “[Philipp] was not
in favor of the idea of weight playing—passing the weight of the hand from finger to finger, with
a closed hand position.”390 This aspect of Philipp’s work was Dorothy Taubman’s main concern.
But in response to Taubman’s concerns for injuries, Philipp would probably have responded:
Nature must be helped, not forced. Too much stress cannot be laid to this point. Excess
must be avoided and especially an excess of fatigue. Alternating the hands will give the
383
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requisite amount of rest to each hand in turn. I repeat, no good is to be obtained from
forcing the muscles.391
Philipp’s technique allowed for great velocity and jeu perlé, but he also warned students,
“Play fast, but never to the point that a note doesn’t have time to say its name in passing.”392 He
often criticized students for playing too fast in order to make a blazing effect393 and wrote,
“Pianists with great technique often allow themselves to be carried away by their facility in rapid
playing. This exaggerated speed hinders the music from being understood. The ear is assailed by
so many different sounds, that it cannot distinguish anything.”394 These instructions are in line
with the advice of his teacher, Saint-Saëns: “The mania for too rapid tempi…destroys the form of
the music and makes it degenerate into a noise, confused and uninteresting. Nothing remains but
speed and that is not enough.”395 From a practical standpoint, he points out that, as speed
increases, the motion of the fingers is to decrease.396
Flexibility is an important aspect of Philipp’s technique. In Some Reflections on Piano
Playing, Philipp insists on the importance of a supple, pliable, and free hand, wrist, arm and
body. Only the fingers ought to be firm. He explained, “It is essential to maintain the utmost
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relaxation in the arms, wrists and hands…. Freedom of arms, perfect hands and strong
fingers…will develop the quality which alone gives the infinite shadings necessary to all musical
expression.”397 This advice is reiterated many times throughout his essay. He also connected
technique with breathing. Blancard recalled, “His technique included a sense of respiration: for
example, inhaling before a chord and exhaling on the chord.”398
It is interesting that Philipp, who wrote hundreds of technical exercises, strongly believed
that technical progress was more dependent on the brain than the fingers. In an article for The
Etude, he explained, “Think first, play afterward. The work of the brain must thus precede that of
the fingers and afterward never cease to direct it, to watch over it, to control it. In studying the
piano, the essential factor is the brain factor: one quarter fingers, three quarters brain.”399 In
Some Reflections on Piano Playing, Philipp constantly stresses the importance for the piano
student to think and use his/her intelligence, reason, and concentration. In his opinion, the most
essential aspect of practicing is mental work. Philipp encourages the student to stir away from
purely mechanical work and emphasizes the importance of efficiency in practice, “It is not the
quantity but the quality of work which counts.”400 He also reminds pianists that virtuosity is a
means of expression. All these guidelines are strongly reminiscent of Adam’s Méthode de piano
(see Chapter 1: Louis Adam’s Méthode de piano du Conservatoire).

397

Philipp, Some Reflections, 7.
Jacqueline Blancard as cited in Timbrell, French Pianism, 81.
399
Isidor Philipp, “The Portal of Musical Dreams,” The Etude 61, no. 4 (April 1943): 222.
400
Philipp, Some Reflections, 6.
398

137

On fingering and scales
Magaloff recalled that Philipp taught his students to slide the thumb from black keys to
white keys, a practice he inherited from Chopin.401 Philipp dedicated an entire technical volume
to the passage of the thumb, a difficulty he considered neglected by the majority of technical
works.402 The manual consists of exercises in which the thumb alternates with a given finger,
exercises for the extension of the thumb, and exercises addressing the legato movement of the
thumb in double notes. But, in comparison with Long and Adam, Philipp’s theories on fingering
are superficial. According to Laires, he simply advised students to choose the fingering that best
suited their hands and would not hesitate to change the printed fingerings in his editions in order
to fit a student’s hand.403 In his own method, Philipp devotes only one sentence to the matter of
fingering: “As to fingering, always chose the best that goes best for your hand.”404 In an article
for The Etude, Philipp expressed some additional thoughts on fingering:
Still another aid to security is the right choice of fingering: and here again the teacher
must guide the pupil. Consider the Etudes of Chopin, in the many editions. How many
ways of fingering these editions present! Each editor seems to be trying to invent a new
fingering. But the fingering of Chopin, himself, is always the best. That is found in the
Kullak and Mikuli editions. For the classic compositions, the simplest fingering is always
the best.405
However, in his publications, Philipp often suggests multiple alternate fingering. This practice
indicates that Philipp believed in the training of the fingers rather than the idea that there was a
“right” fingering for each passage. In fact, Philipp advised his students to practice all scales with
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the C major scale fingering, regardless of the awkward positions that it may produce.406 He also
recommended a creative approach to the practice of scales, such as varying articulations, one
hand staccato and the other legato, one hand forte and the other piano, and hands crossed. In
Some Reflections on Piano Playing, he suggests:
The study of scales, so necessary to develop velocity and equality, need not be done in a
mechanical manner…. The use of rhythms will vitalize the study from the start. But
above all, take care to practice with varying shades of tone, going from forte to
pianissimo, crescendo in ascending, diminuendo in descending, and so on. The practice
of crossing hands (right hand over and under) is very useful also. Practicing the repetition
of two, three, or four notes with fingers lifted high (almost legato, then legatissimo) will
give excellent results.407
On practicing
This notion of creative practice can be applied to Philipp’s work as a whole. The interest
of Philipp’s pedagogy mostly lies in the different ways he instructed students to practice. The
foreword of Exercices journaliers outlines Philipp’s general approach to practicing, which
entails variation in articulation, dynamic and tempo:
Practicing in varying degrees of dynamics and speed will overcome many difficulties.
One will practice first in a moderate movement not only strictly legato, but also staccato.
In general, staccato practice is recommended as one of the best way to achieve clarity and
elasticity of attack….
These various forms will be practiced…
Andante: forte (legato and staccato)
Allegretto: forte and mf (legatissimo)
Allegro: f. mf. and p.
Presto: mf. and pp.408
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But, it is the use of rhythms and accents in practice that best exemplifies his mindset, “A
technical problem practiced intelligently—with proper variety, with rhythms that change the
accents (and so strengthen each finger), with different tonal shading—will soon put one a big
step ahead.”409 T. P. Currier claims that Philipp has so fully developed the system of
accentuation that he would be well justified in referring to it as his own.410 By “system of
accentuation,” Currier refers to practicing with accents on beats and half-beats, and so forth; he
is of the opinion that the chief characteristics of French piano playing, such as velocity and
brilliancy, can largely be attributed to the persistent practice in accentuation exercised in Paris.411
Figure 3.3. shows Philipp’s recommended system of accentuation and basic rhythmic group
modifications:

ã >œ œ >œ œ œ >œ œ >œ œ œ^ . œ œ^ .

œ^ . œ œ^ . œ >œ ..

œ œ œ œ œ œ >œ ..

Figure 3.3. Philipp’s basic examples of accentuation system presented in the foreward of Isidor
Philipp, Exercices journaliers (1894), v.
The purpose of these accents/long tones (groups 3, 4, 5, and 6) is to strengthen each finger and to
allow the hand to gain repose after the effort required to play the quick notes. The Exercices de
tenues and Exercices, Études et morceaux dans tous les tons412 provide additional rhythmic
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practice models that can be applied to any kind of passagework. This kind of practice in various
rhythmic groupings is akin to that of Cortot’s editions.
Bellamann pointed out, “Most Philipp pupils remember those series of rhythms and
variants which he used to jot down on the margins of studies. And most of them recall the wave
of desolation and despair that swept over them when he would add, nonchalantly, ‘in all
keys!’”413 Indeed, in a 1903 article on Philipp, Edmond Laurens states that “He could play
[Mendelssohn’s Rondo Capricioso] in all keys with the same fingering.”414 Philipp was a firm
believer in the benefits of practicing transposition, “one of the surest means to acquire solid
technique.”415 Many of his technical volumes show his bent for transposition as they instruct that
the patterns be transposed in all keys. As mentioned previously, he also encouraged to transpose
the C scale fingering to the other scales. Philipp’s intricate exercises also benefit students in that
they force him/her to remain concentrated while practicing. As Bellamann puts it, “you can't do
these exercises as Philipp suggests unless you are thinking hard about what you are doing.”416
Philipp’s various practice tips also included the following principles:
•

One third of daily practice is to be devoted to exercises.

•

After every practice hour, pianists should take a 5–10-minute break in order to stay alert
and rested.

•

Morning practice is encouraged.

•

Fragmentary practice is essential.
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•

Practicing too continuously on one difficulty is not advised. Instead, the challenging
passage should be reviewed several times throughout the day.

•

A preparatory analysis of a piece, away from the piano, is necessary.

•

Slow practice is fundamental.

On the subject of slow practice, Philipp wrote:
Stephen Heller gave me rather a striking motto—“Practice very slowly—progress very
fast,” and Saint-Saëns also said…“One must practice slowly, then more slowly and
finally slowly.” Never become impatient over the necessity for very slow study; for
confidence, so indispensable, and accuracy, are acquired only by slow practice, thought
and intelligence. …It is the only efficient way to progress.417
•

Never practice forte. In order to avoid harsh and unmusical playing, practice piano, or
mezzo-forte at the most

•

Realize the importance of the left hand, as a confident left hand will automatically reduce
inaccuracies in playing. He stated:
Everything depends on the bass, it is never sure or firm enough. Always practice
with the left hand alone, and always try to bring the playing to a state of absolute
accuracy, and to a greater speed than is required.418
Philipp inherited the above principle from Saint-Saëns.419

•

Metronome practice is invaluable

•

A piece should grow in maturity. Philipp pointed out:
A piece once learned, when reviewed after a little rest will be played much more
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freely; and after several such treatments, it will go very well indeed.420
•

Practice difficult chordal passages heavy and loud, close to the keys, into the keys, as
legato as possible.421

A comparison of these practice tips with those of Long in Chapter 2 will show many similarities
(See Marguerite Long’s practice tips in Chapter 2: On technique).

On repertoire
This was Philipp’s recommended repertoire regime: first study a new piece, then
reexamine part of an old piece, and third, memorize another piece, as each of these tasks required
different skills from the pianist.422 Although Philipp seemed to prefer teaching the repertoire of
his favorite French composers, his former students seemed to agree on the fact that they learned
a wide range of repertoire while under Philipp’s tutelage.423 Magaloff remembers:
We covered a huge amount of repertoire in Philipp’s class at the Conservatoire. For
instance, he would say, “For next week’s lesson learn Chopin’s Twenty-Four Preludes.”
Of course it takes years, a lifetime to master this music, but we had to learn the notes on
short notice—“as you can,” he would say. He gave us two weeks to learn the
Tchaikovsky First Concerto. Today’s young pianists have a terribly limited repertoire.
They know a few pieces very well, and can sometimes play them to perfection, but they
don’t know the repertoire inside out. With Philipp we played all the Beethoven Sonatas,
all the Well-Tempered Clavier, lots of Schumann, Scarlatti…everything.424

420

Philipp, Some Reflections, 17.
Pierre Barbizet as cited in Timbrell, French Pianism, 221. This post-Brahmsian approach is
surprising coming from Philipp.
422
Combarieu, “M. I. Philipp: Une classe de piano au Conservatoire de Paris,”: 52.
423
Robert Casadesus, his assistant at Fontainebleau, apparently became annoyed with Philipp’s
preference for teaching the works of Widor, Vidal, and Saint-Saëns rather than those of more
modern French masters such as Debussy and Ravel. Casadesus, Mes noces musicales, 37. This
anecdote reveals Philipp’s predilection for conservative compositions, as well as his disinterest
towards music that tended to be dissonant and experimental, as discussed in Chapter 3: Isidor
Philipp’s Pianistic Style.
424
Nikita Magaloff as cited in Timbrell, French Pianism, 89.
421

143

Likewise, Loyonnet recalls that Philipp would require a new Chopin etude and a new Bach
prelude and fugue each week.425 Philipp himself complained about the tendency of pianists and
violinists to perform the same works again and again.426 He was also an advocate of promoting
less frequently played pieces:
Regardless of trends or fads, the pianist's repertoire should be solidly based on the
classics. This rich and varied body of material does more than offer us great music; it
provides us with our only clear view of pianistic continuity. Therefore, it must be learned.
no matter how “modern” one's tastes may be.
…There are countless works of great musical value so seldom heard as to make
them “new,” regardless of the age in which they were written. For instance! Do you ever
hear Bach's Suites or Toccatas—the Etudes and Preludes of Mendelssohn, or his pieces
Opus 5 and 7—Schumann's Sonata Op. 11, Davidsbundler or Novellettes—Weber's
Sonatas—Schubert's Sonatas—the Années de Pélerinage by Liszt? Is there not novelty
for the ear in Saint-Saëns’ Etudes, or his Third and Fifth Concertos—the two concertos
by Glazounow—the Variations or the Sonata by Dukas—Widor’s Fantaisie, and Suite in
B minor—Godowsky’s Sonata and pieces—the Pièces de Concert by Gabriel Pierné—
Alkan’s Etudes and Variations—Scriabin’s Sonatas—Fauré’s Nocturnes—La Maison
dans les Dunes by Gabriel Dupont? All are well worth investigating, for interest values as
well as for musical values.427
This quotation also informs us on the popular repertoire of the time in France; if these works
(Bach's Suites or Toccatas, Mendelssohn’s Etudes and Preludes, Schumann's Sonata Op. 11,
Davidsbundler or Novellettes, Weber's Sonatas, Schubert's Sonatas, and Liszt’s Années de
Pélerinage) were seldom heard, then a lot has changed since then. As for studies, Philipp favored
those of Clementi, Cramer, Czerny, Liszt, Kessler, and Chopin.428 His numerous articles on
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Chopin’s works are particularly valuable in understanding his pedagogy.429 But, as Timbrell
pointed out, “Few of his students…were noted for their playing of the ‘muscular’ concertos of
Brahms, Tchaikovsky, Rachmaninov, Bartók, or Prokofiev—or for their championship of the
‘advanced’ music of their contemporaries.”430

On memorizing
On his essay, Philipp devotes one paragraph to the topic of memory, which succinctly
summarizes his view on the topic:
Three different categories of memories, three different ways of memorizing:
You memorize instantaneously and forget easily;
You memorize slowly but surely;
You memorize painfully, you doubt and you fail.
In order to memorize: there are three ways, eyes, ears and fingers. Eyes: I advise writing
the passage particularly difficult to recall, from memory and away from the piano.
Ears: Practise the auditory memory by thinking of the notes without playing them.
Fingers: In order to control the fingers and be sure that one knows a piece
perfectly, play it by heart slowly.
Don’t memorize a piece before you know it perfectly. Think always from the bass
upwards.431
Once again, Philipp’s approach is in line with that of Long (see Chapter 2: On memorizing).
However, unlike her, he didn’t think it was always necessary for pianists to perform by memory:
Pianists who have difficulty in memorizing—and there are many—would be better off
429
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playing from the notes. Raoul Pugno did and so does Myra Hess. Édouard Risler
performed the 32 sonatas of Beethoven in a series of recitals with the scores in front of
him. Neither Beethoven, Risler, or the listener was any worse for it.432

On pedaling
In comparison with the wealth of in-depth advice on technique and practicing, Philipp’s
considerations on pedaling are not very detailed. Philipp, echoing Anton Rubenstein, equated
the pedal with the soul of the piano; he valued its use for the enhancement of tonal effects and
nuances. In addition, Philipp was in agreement with Saint-Saëns: “To abuse the pedal is odious.
But it can be used very often without abuse. At first it should be omitted as far as possible, in
practicing. Then, in working with it, one should remember that its variety of effects must never
bring about confusion.”433 Like Marguerite Long, he warned against the use of the pedal as a
concealer of flaws (cache-misère), which would impede a clear sense of harmony.434 He also
stressed the importance of the pedal being pressed silently. But ultimately, he refuses to give
absolute rules on the matter because subjective factors such as the quality of the instrument, the
type of venue, the piece at hand, the player’s sensitivity come in play and supersede any possible
rule. His former student Magaloff recalled, “Philipp and Long used ‘careful’ pedaling—just the
usual kind. I must say that most of my ideas about pedaling, including half-pedals and flutter

432

Kammerer, "Philipp Compares Pianists,” 16.
Philipp, “Piano Lessons with Camille Saint-Saëns,” 408.
434
Philipp, Some Reflections, 10.
433

146

pedals, came from listening to Gieseking and Horowitz.”435
On sound production
The production of a beautiful tone is one of Philipp’s chief concern. He said, “The
quality most desirable in piano-playing is tone. Tone should be worked for from the first, and the
pupil must listen attentively for it.”436 Throughout his works, he repeatedly reminds the pianist to
practice with a beautiful tone. At the beginning of Exercises for Independence of the Fingers, he
wrote, “Practice slowly, with a very supple arm, and strong-finger action, depressing each key to
the bottom with a full, round and even tone,”437 and all of his exercises insist on the cultivation
of a “beautiful sound.” As was mentioned above, Philipp believed that the way to produce a
“beautiful sound” was to play with the fleshy part of the finger (“le gras du doigt”).438
Considering the fact that, on the piano, a sound cannot be altered after its emission, Philipp
insists on the necessity for the performer to mentally anticipate and prepare the tone before
making it. Jacqueline Blancard recalls that he would have his students play one note twenty
times, trying each time to get a different sound.439 Indeed, Philipp states, “One should be able to
vary the accents indefinitely, to obtain every contrast in shading, and to go with equal ease from
the most powerful fortissimo to the most mysterious pianissimo.”440 He also believes that a
performer shouldn’t rely on the quality of an instrument to obtain a beautiful tone: a true artist
should be skillful enough to adjust his/her execution to the instrument at hand. The question of
legato playing is addressed at the very beginning of Some Reflections on Piano Playing, and
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Philipp discusses the importance and difficulty of playing legato on the piano. He suggests
emulating the legato of a violinist or a singer. Further, he states: “There is no difference in the
sound of a single tone on the piano whether it is played by a child or a great artist, since by itself
it expresses nothing. It is in the relation of one tone to another that the pianist should seek and
find expression and nuance.”441
Additionally, Philipp points out the challenges presented by a slow and soft legato,
“because to play legato requires weight, and that is apt to increase the tone.”442 On the other
hand, he warns pianists against the dangers of playing too loud, “Our modern instruments have
remarkable resources and are satisfactory for large halls. To play louder than one should, is to
mar the carrying quality of the tone.”443 Magaloff remembers that Philipp often said “Ne cognez
pas!” (“Don’t thump!”).444 These remarks are in line with the generally subdued and neveraggressive quality of French aesthetics. The French mentor disapproved of overly loud playing
and wrote:
Many pianists…consider fortissimo a synonym for noise and even for brutality in
playing. Why this savagery on seeing this sign? Why should performers lose all sense of
proportion when playing fff? The fff is only the greatest possible volume of tone, just as
ppp is the least possible.”445
Physically, Philipp believes that “the secret of a beautiful ff lies in the attack and the attack
should come from a supple fore-arm. The weight of the arm suffices. Stiffness should always be
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avoided.”446 Lastly, for Philipp, coloristic playing was an essential ingredient to a beautiful tone.
He always urged his students to approximate the colors and instruments of the orchestra.

On style
In Philipp’s own words, “One’s style should be correct, natural, and simple, and should
follow faithfully the nuances and indications of the composer.”447 Philipp, much like Long,
favored sobriety of expression and simplicity of style. Timbrell explained:
In his letters to Moore and others Philipp often saved his highest praise for pianists who
displayed a “pure style.” …For him, “pure style” seems to have implied straightforward
tempos and clean, unforced sounds.448
I also believe that by “pure style,” Philipp referred to “authenticity,” as he preferred a style of
playing that was sincere and free of “effects.” In line with this ideal of simplicity, Philipp’s
approach to tempo was very conservative. Essentially, Philipp directed his students to play in
time. His conception of rubato is here summarized and shows his predilection for restrained
rubatos:
In expressive piano playing the Rubato needs consideration but is often misunderstood.
Rubato does not mean playing out of time. Any ritenuto that we may be impelled to
make, must be compensated by a corresponding accelerando and also the opposite, the
bass keeping exactly the time.449
He also believed that “Legitimate use of accelerando, ritardando, etc., should not be left to
‘inspiration,’ but must be carefully prepared in a reasoned plan,”450 which reflects the intellectual
nature of Philipp’s musicianship. Concerning the coordination of the hands, Philipp, like his
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mentor Saint-Saëns,451 was intransigent: hands must be synchronized. He characterized the habit
of playing the bass before the melody as a “ridiculous manner” of “bad taste,” as it creates a
continuous effect of anticipation.452
For Philipp, interpretation is the “union of thought, sentiment, taste, simplicity and
knowledge.”453 Once again in line with Marguerite Long, he speaks of the performer’s
“personality” with a certain disdain. He condemns the tendency of pianists to be excessive in the
expression of their so-called “originality” by taking too many liberties in relation to the text and
the composer’s indications. He admonishes, “Never change the character of a piece by
caricaturing it. Distortion is not expression.”454 Philipp stresses the necessity for a performer to
possess a complete understanding of the spirit, epoch, and style of given composers. Many of
Philipp’s students commented on his religious respect for the composer’s indications. He was
known to disapprove of Cortot’s freer approach to the text. However, like Adam, Philipp was of
the opinion that “What you do not feel yourself, your listeners will not get. You must be fully
absorbed in the interpretation,”455 and that a performer’s personality can still be expressed while
strictly respecting the score.
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Chapter 4: Lazare-Lévy’s Pianism and Pedagogy
Lazare-Lévy (b. Brussels, January 18, 1882 – d. Paris, September 20, 1964)
Lesser known to the public, Lazare-Lévy456 had a considerable impact on the
development of the French piano school. He was one of the greatest French pianists and one of
the most influential teachers of the twentieth century. A renewed interest in his teaching and
playing has led to resurgent scholarly enthusiasm for his career since the early 2000s.457

Biography
A child prodigy, Lazare-Lévy was unanimously admitted to the Conservatoire at the age
of twelve, performing Chopin’s Concerto No.1 in E Minor, Op. 11. The judges’ comments
regarding his piano class exams reveal the nature of his prodigious talents.458 After successful
studies in the class of Louis Diémer,459 he received a premier prix (first prize) in 1898. He also
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studied harmony with Albert Lavignac460 and counterpoint with André Gédalge.461 In 1903,
Lazare-Lévy entered the contest for the Prix Diémer462 and was awarded an Honorable Mention;
this prize was created especially for him, as the judges seemed to disagree on who the winner
should be. Saint-Saëns, who was in the jury panel, was of the opinion that Lazare-Lévy should
be the first prize winner, but the Spanish pianist Joaquin Malats was awarded the prize.463
Lazare-Lévy made his Paris concerto debut in 1902 under the baton of Edouard Colonne,
performing what would become one of his signature works, Schumann’s Piano Concerto in A
minor, Op. 54, a work with which he would concertize throughout Europe, the Middle East,
Africa, and Asia, performing alongside the most eminent conductors and orchestras.464
(Curiously, he never toured in the United States.) He was also an avid chamber musician: he
collaborated with George Enesco, Jacques Thibaud, André Hekking, as well as famous singers
like Félia Litvinne and Jane Bathori. He also performed with other pianists, including Alfred
Cortot, Wanda Londowska, and Isidor Philipp.465 The years 1920–1940 were a particularly
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successful time in his career, even though many of his students testified to his extreme stage
fright. In 1963, Lazare-Lévy bid farewell to the stage at the Theatre des Champs-Élysees,
performing Franck’s Variations Symphoniques, a work dedicated to Diémer.
Lazare-Lévy was also a composer whose writing style could generally be qualified as
post-Romantic. He wrote numerous piano preludes, etudes and sonatinas, as well as two string
quartets and a cello sonata. His piano pieces were published by Senart, Max Eschig, and
Choudens. While these works lacked novelty, they were favorably received by the French press
at the time. In 1932, Le Ménestrel wrote: “The two Sonatinas for piano by M. Lazare Lévy are
absolutely remarkable…. The choice of the themes, the shape of the melodies, the delicacy of the
composition, are worthy of the most beautiful works…that we owe our classics.”466 Lazare-Lévy
also edited multiple works467 and co-authored the Méthode supérieure de piano with Victor
Staub and his professor Louis Diémer (whose assistant he became).468
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Lazare-Lévy’s Pianistic Style
The first question to be examined is how Lazare-Lévy, one of the finest students ever to
attend the Conservatoire, fit into the French tradition of piano playing as discussed in the
previous chapters. To begin, Camille Saint-Saëns, the most emblematic representative of the
French piano school, was a fervent admirer of Lazare-Lévy’s playing. After the Prix Diémer, for
which the young pianist only received an honorable mention, Saint-Saëns wrote to him, “To a
perfect mechanism, you have joined the most intimate understanding of the music, and that is
extremely rare. It is impossible to surpass your Chopin playing, I think. As far as the Étude en
forme de valse is concerned, I am certain of it, since I am the author.”469 In 1901, a Berlin critic
wrote, “Very interesting, the encounter with a very young Parisian pianist, who, we are
convinced will one day be a French pianist of the first rank. He is a student of the incomparable
Diémer and possesses all the qualities that characterize this school.”470 Japanese musicologist
Kazuyuki Toyama’s recollection can also attest to the French quality attached to Lazare-Lévy’s
playing:
When I heard [Lazare-Lévy] for the first time…I thought that his sound was truly
magnificent. His performance is more evocative of a carefully polished precious
stone than a shiny jewel. His art is not a diabolical art that irresistibly subjugates
the auditor: it possesses an intimacy that lets us believe the most beautiful voice
that sleeps within us is tunefully singing with his lyre. Above all, the beauty of
Lazare-Lévy’s pianissimo is beyond comparison. I think that the expression,
without pedal and without irregularities, of singing pianissimo melodies, of
melodies stripped of tempo rubato, ought to be the highest form of expression of
469
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his pianistic and musical art. …The atmosphere he creates is not the overly
emphatic atmosphere created by the German romantic pianists.471
Praised for his intimate, legato playing, as well as for his refined taste and sense of
rubato, he is in line with the aesthetics of the French school as discussed in the previous
three chapters.
Lazare-Lévy also had a particular affection for the sound of the French Érard
pianos (his very first piano was an Érard, given to him as a gift from Diémer).
Apparently, he “had a characteristic way of using the una corda in order to get a perfect
legato, without any metallic interfering noise. He thought Pleyels and even Gaveaus were
flattering but deceptive. Only Érard pianos did not conceal anything.”472
However, Lazare-Lévy’s pianistic style represented a departure from the typical French
jeu perlé that was practiced by Long, for instance. In order to better understand the origin of
Lazare-Lévy’s “modern” pianism, it would be helpful to discuss his musical influences. His first
influence was that of his professor at the Conservatoire, Louis Diémer. Diémer, “The French
Anton Rubinstein,”473 premiered both Brahms piano concertos in France, corresponded with
Tchaikovsky, who dedicated his Third Piano Concerto in E-flat Major, Op. 75 to him, and was
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well acquainted with Liszt and Thalberg. Diémer’s students constituted a heterogeneous
group,474 and thanks to him, Lazare-Lévy, “who greatly honored the beautiful piano school of his
master, Louis Diémer,”475 benefited from a well-rounded training that was not solely based on
the small-scale finger technique that was practiced by the earlier French school. Through
Diémer’s guidance, Lazare-Lévy was able to learn a technique and repertoire that was more
muscular than the norm for traditional French piano instruction.
In addition, Lazare-Lévy had a fascination for the playing of the Italian pianist Ferruccio
Busoni, describing him as “the greatest pianist there is, or perhaps there ever was.”476 LazareLévy was also a fervent admirer of the obscure Swiss pianist Émile-Robert Blanchet.477 He
derived many ideas from the art of these two pianists, and their respective influences on his
teaching will be discussed in the latter part of this chapter. Other musicians whom Lazare-Lévy
held in high regard included the Polish-American pianist Arthur Rubinstein,478 the Russian Emil
Gilels, the Romanian George Enesco, and the German Wilhelm Backhaus. The differences
among these virtuosi—who came from different nations and from different piano schools—was
perhaps a factor that contributed to Lazare-Lévy’s broader sense of pianism that spurred his
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departure from the traditional precepts of French pianists.
Our current understanding of Lazare-Lévy’s pianism comes from his recordings,479 the
reminiscences of his former students,480 and press reviews of his performances. A brief 1932
review is typical of the high esteem in which he was held. “Praise of M. Lazare Lévy is no
longer necessary; we don’t know, from among all his qualities, which is to be lauded the most:
perfect technique, sensitivity, delicacy, poetry, brio, enthusiasm, power.”481 Pianist and critic
Jean-Joël Barbier482 recalled, “Of the pianists I heard play before 1940, he was one of the very
few who never played a wrong note.”483 It is all the more noteworthy that critics often focused
their reviews on his sound and musicality rather than his dazzling dexterity (as they did for Long
and Philipp). While he was praised for his clear and pearly playing,484 the depth of his playing
and the grandness of his sound appeared to be the qualities that most distinguished him from his
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contemporaries. Reviews often commented on the richness of his sound485 and Claude Helffer
wrote that “he played with a very deep sound, almost like that of Backhaus or Schnabel.”486
Lazare-Lévy was also noticed for the sobriety of his style and the restraint of his rubato. Unlike
Cortot, his playing was devoid of any kind of effects, to the point that he was sometimes
criticized for his dryness and lack of warmth.487 A 1927 review by Louis Vierne summed up his
best qualities:
In addition to his transcendental technique, the chief quality of this performer is the
extreme flexibility with which he adapts himself, identifies himself to the author whose
thought he’s translating at the piano…. His sound palette is admirably varied and…there
are no forced, disparate, exaggerated effects, that come and alter the purity and nobility
of his style.488

Lazare-Lévy’s Repertoire
Lazare-Lévy is mostly remembered for his interpretations of Schumann and Mozart’s
solo music489 and is associated with the following orchestral works: Schumann’s Concerto in A
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(December 10, 1937): 334.
486
Claude Helffer as cited in Timbrell, French Pianism, 147.
487
See the following reviews: “I would blame him for his dryness.” [“Je lui reprocherais un peu
de sécheresse.”] Romain Rolland, “Les Concerts,” La Revue musicale 2, no. 11 (November
1902): 481; “M. Lazare Lévy has an impeccable playing, but it lacks the warmth and emotion
required for a romantic like Schumann.” [“M. Lazare Lévy a un jeu impeccable, mais qui
manque de chaleur et de l’émotion que réclame un romantique comme Schumann.”] P. de
Lapommeraye, “Concerts divers,” Le Ménestrel 83, no. 43 (October 28, 1921): 423.
488
“En outre de sa technique transcendante, la qualité maîtresse de cet interprète est la souplesse
extrême avec laquelle il s’adapte, il s’identifie à l’auteur dont il traduit la pensée au piano…. Sa
palette est d’une variété admirable et…aucun effet forcé, disparate, exagéré, ne vient altérer la
pureté et la noblesse de son style.” Louis Vierne, “M. Lazare-Lévy,” Le Courrier musical et
théâtral 29 (December 15, 1927): 618.
489
Lazare-Lévy edited the complete Mozart Piano Sonatas: 18 Sonates pour le piano (Paris:
Senart, 1921).
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minor Op. 54, Saint-Saëns’s Concerto no. 5 in F Major, Op. 103, Franck’s Variations
symphoniques, and Schubert/Liszt’s Wanderer-Fantasy.
Lazare-Lévy’s was one of the first to promote Schubert’s piano music in France.490 With
the exception of a few character pieces, Schubert’s piano music was neglected by the general
public in the nineteenth century and throughout the first half of the twentieth century.491 LazareLévy wrote about Schubert’s piano music, praising the magical works of the Austrian composer
as he explored the potential reasons for the lack of interest shown by audiences and critics.492 In
France, Lazare-Lévy contributed to Schubert’s revival by performing his piano works and
editing his music.493 In addition, he also pioneered Brahms’ piano music at a time when these
works were widely misunderstood and still rarely played in France. In 1936, he gave a class at
the École Normale dedicated entirely to the music of Brahms and came to be considered an
authority on the matter.494 He was a fervent believer in the need for the diversification of concert
programming, which was, in his opinion, too often centered around the famous works of
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In the 1920s and 1930s, the Austrian pianist Artur Schnabel was mostly responsible for the
revival of interest in Schubert’s piano music (the sonatas in particular) and was regarded as the
leading practical authority in the interpretation of Schubert’s piano works on the international
stage.
491
David Goldberger, “Artur Schnabel and the Piano Music of Franz Schubert,” Schubert durch
die Brille: Internationales Franz Schubert Institut—Mitteilungen 28 (2002): 179–188.
492
Lazare-Lévy, “Sur l’œuvre musicale de Schubert,” La Revue musicale 10, no. 2 (1928): 61–
65.
493
The piano works by Franz Schubert edited by Lazare-Lévy include Quatre Impromptus, Op.
90 (Paris: Senart, 1914), Wanderer-Fantasie, D. 760, Six moments musicaux, Op. 94, and Quatre
Impromptus, Op. 142 (Paris: Senart, 1915).
494
A review of his class read, “Lazare-Lévy showed how familiar he was with Brahms and the
capital importance of his works in the piano repertoire.” [“Lazare-Lévy montra combien Brahms
lui était familier et l’importance capitale de ses œuvres dans le répertoire pianistique.”] Maurice
Imbert, “Les cours d’interprétation de l’École normale de musique,” L’Art musical 1, no. 30
(July 31, 1936): 840. In the same master class series, Wanda Landowska taught the music of J.S.
Bach and Ricardo Viñes’ class was dedicated to Spanish music.
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nineteenth-century Romantic repertoire.495 As such, he made it a point to perform unusual and
infrequently played works such as Vítezslav Novák’s Suite Slovaque, Op. 32, Zdenek Fibich’s
Impressions and Reminiscemces, Op. 41, Bedrich Smetana’s Souvenir de Bohème, Op. 13, and
Danse bohémienne, or Camille Saint-Saëns’s Rhapsodie D’Auvergne.496
A composer himself, Lazare-Lévy wrote primarily in small forms, such as Preludes and
Etudes.497 He was also a keen supporter of his contemporary French and foreign colleagues. He
played music by modern French composers such as Paul Dukas (he was the first to record La
plainte, au loin, du faune in 1931),498 Darius Milhaud, Déodat de Séverac, Jean Huré, George
Migot, Jean Rivier, Claude Debussy, Maurice Ravel, and Louis Aubert. He also performed the
works of Manuel de Falla, Isaac Albéniz,499 Joaquin Turina, Aleksandr Lyapunov, Alexander

495

Lazare-Lévy, “La fièvre interprétative,” La Revue internationale de musique I, no.5–6 (April
1939): 895–898.
496
“Let us now congratulate M. Lazare Lévy, for his excellent interpretation of…the picturesque
Rapsodie d’Auvergne [sic]—so rarely heard—by Saint-Saëns.” [“Félicitons maintenant M.
Lazare Lévy, excellent interprète…de la pittoresque Rapsodie d’Auvergne [sic]—si rarement
entendue—de Saint-Saëns.”] Marcel Belvianes, “Les grands concerts,” Le Ménestrel 94, no. 16
(April 15, 1932): 173.
497
Here is a list of some of Lazare-Lévy’s most interesting works: Six études pour piano (Paris:
Max Eschig, 1920); Vingt préludes pour le piano (Paris: Max Eschig, 1926); Six Études
brèves pour piano, à Etienne-Robert Blanchet, Op. 9 (Paris: Choudens, 1933); Études pour
piano, Op. 10 (Paris: Senart, 1933). For more information on his compositions, see Chapter 4:
Biography.
498
In L’école Lazare-Lévy: Lazare-Lévy, Monique Haas, Clara Haskil and Solomon, 3 CDs,
2005, Tahra TAH 556-558
499
Lazare-Lévy was an intimate friend of Albeniz and he frequently performed his music starting
in 1908. Even though Blanche Selva had famously premiered all four books of Iberia between
1906 and 1909, the works of the Spanish composer were still fairly new and unknown to the
French audience. A 1912 concert review reads: “[Lazare-Lévy] performed a Bach Concerto, two
very curious pieces for solo piano from Iberia by Albeniz, which our colleague Saint-Jean
reviews below with enthusiastic admiration, and a Fantaisie for piano and orchestra by M. Louis
Aubert.” “[Lazare-Lévy] fit entendre un Concerto de Bach, deux très curieuses pièces pour piano
seul d’Iberia d’Albeniz dont notre collaborateur Saint-Jean parle ci-dessous avec une admiration
entraînante et une fantaisie pour piano et orchestre de M. Louis Aubert.” Félix Gaiffe,
“Chronique lyonnaise,” La Revue française de musique 10, no. 2 (March 1912): 104.
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Scriabin, and Sergei Rachmaninoff, as well as the music of his own students. In 1952, his student
Louis-Noël Belaubre introduced him to Bartók’s Sonata for Two Pianos and Percussion, a work
still unfamiliar to the French public. Lazare-Lévy was filled with admiration for the work,
describing it as “a masterpiece of new music.”500 While there is no evidence that Lazare-Lévy
performed Bartók’s music himself, he recognized the importance of the composer and
encouraged his pupils to learn his music, resulting in some of them recording and performing
Bartók’s piano concerti.501 Lazare-Lévy’s attitude towards contemporary music was in stark
contrast with Isidor Philipp’s (See Chapter 3: Isidor Philipp’s Pianistic Style).
His discography, while small, was wide-ranging in repertoire, and includes music by
Couperin, Rameau, Scarlatti, Daquin, Mozart, Schubert, Chopin, Schumann, Mompou, Chabrier,
Debussy, Franck, Fauré, Dukas, Séverac, Roussel, as well as his own compositions.502 The
modest quantity of his recordings may be one of the reasons he is not as well remembered as
Marguerite Long or Alfred Cortot.

500

Louis-Noël Belaubre, recalling Lazare-Lévy, as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 248.
Monique Haas recorded Bartók’s Piano Concerto No. 3 in 1951 and Yvonne Loriod gave the
first French performance of Bartók’s Piano Concerto No. 2 at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées in
1945. Also see Chapter 4: On repertoire.
502
Lazare-Lévy recorded the following works: Mozart’s Fantasia in C Minor, K. 475, Sonata in
A Minor, K. 310, Sonata in A Major K. 331, Sonata in C Major, K. 330; Debussy’s Masques and
La Cathédrale engloutie; Chabrier’s Sous-bois and Idylle; Dukas’ La plainte, au loin, du faune;
Roussel’s Sicilienne; Couperin’s Les lis naissans and Les rozeaux; Schubert’s Impromptu in Aflat Major Op. 142, No. 2; Schumann’s Des Abends and Traumes Wirren; Chopin’s Mazurka in
C-sharp Minor, Op. 6, No. 2 and Mazurka in A-flat Major, Op. 50, No.2; Lazare-Lévy’s Valses
and Preludes Nos. 1, 2, and 5 from Vingt préludes; Daquin’s Le coucou. See full discography in
Chapter 4: Lazare-Lévy’s Pianistic Style.
501
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Lazare-Lévy’s Pedagogical Career

Figure 4.1. Photo of Lazare-Lévy’s Piano Class (date unknown) in a “Photo Album 1920–1930,”
housed in Bibliothèque Nationale de France. Photograph by L. Roosen.
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b84540406/f1.item.r=Lazare-L%C3%A9vy, accessed March
11, 2019.
After teaching advanced classes in piano for five years at the Conservatoire as a
professeur intérimaire (interim professor), he was chosen in 1923 by Cortot to be his successor
at the Conservatoire. He also taught at the École Normale and at the Schola Cantorum. His
teaching career was interrupted in 1941 by the enactment of anti-Semitic legislation in occupied
France, which affected on his status at the Conservatoire. He was fired from the institution in
1941, and his class at the Conservatoire was handed over to Marcel Ciampi. During the War,
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Lazare-Lévy used false papers and could only survive through constant and vigilant hiding. He
tried in vain to emigrate to the United States. He sought the help of Alfred Cortot, who had a
high-ranking official position in the pro-Nazi Vichy Government, but Cortot refused to help
Lazare-Lévy or his family.503 In 1945, Lazare-Lévy was reinstated to his post at the
Conservatoire, but the new director, Claude Delvincourt, assigned him an entirely new class,
rather than returning his original students to him. This profoundly affected Lazare-Lévy, because
it broke the pedagogical lineage that stretched back more than a century from Louis Adam
(1816–1842) to Henri Herz (1842–1874) to Louise-Aglaé Massart (1874–1887) to Henri Fissot
(1887–1896) to Raoul Pugno (1896–1901) to Antonin Marmontel (1901–1907) to Alfred Cortot
(1907–1923) to Lazare-Lévy (1923–1941).504
Despite the disruption to his teaching career during the Nazi period, Lazare-Lévy’s
reputation as an important teacher remained intact. In the course of his career, Lazare-Lévy

503

Lazare-Lévy’s son, Philippe, was a prominent resistance fighter, who was captured and
tortured at Drancy concentration camp. He was eventually deported to Auschwitz, where he died.
504
For more information on the lineage of piano classes at the Conservatoire, see Anne Balmary,
“Regard sur les créations de classes au Conservatoire,” in Emmanuel Hondré, ed., Le
Conservatoire de musique de Paris: Regards sur une institution et son histoire (Paris:
Association du bureau des étudiants du CNSMDP, 1995), 291–292.
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taught students such as Clara Haskil,505 Monique Haas,506 Solomon,507 Alexandre Uninsky,508
Lélia Gousseau,509 Vlado Perlemuter,510 Yvonne Loriod,511 Reine Gianoli,512 Henri Barda,513

505

Clara Haskil (1895–1960) was a Romanian pianist. She received a premier prix from the
Conservatoire in 1910. She was recognized as one of the most remarkable young pianists of her
time. She enjoyed a successful international performing career and excelled above all in Mozart,
Beethoven and Schubert. She is remembered for her recordings of the Mozart piano concertos
and the complete Beethoven sonatas for violin and piano with Arthur Grumiaux.
506
Monique Haas (1909–1987) was a French pianist. She received a premier prix from the
Conservatoire in 1927. She performed throughout Europe and the United States, as well as in
Russia, Armenia, China and Australia. She taught at the Conservatoire from 1967 to 1970. She
was a champion of modern music and performed with Stravinsky, Hindemith, Poulenc and
Enescu. She recorded Bartók’s Third Concerto, the complete piano music of Debussy and Ravel,
and works by Milhaud, Prokofiev and Marcel Mihalovici.
507
Solomon (1902–1988) was an English pianist and child prodigy who enjoyed an illustrious
international performing career. He was acclaimed as one of the most immaculate pianists of the
century.
508
Alexandre Uninsky (1910–1972) was an American pianist of Ukrainian origin. He received a
premier prix from the Conservatoire in 1927. He was awarded a First Prize at the 1932 Chopin
Competition. His Chopin playing is well represented in his recordings, which include the
complete Études, the complete Mazurkas and Impromptus, the Scherzos and Waltzes, as well as
the piano Concertos. He was noted for his clean and sober interpretations. He taught at
the Toronto Conservatory of Music and the Southern Methodist University in Dallas, Texas.
509
Lélia Gousseau (1909–1997) was a French pianist. She received a premier prix from the
Conservatoire in 1925. She was a laureate of the 1937 Chopin Competition and received
the Albert Roussel Prize in 1939. A soloist with major national and international ensembles, she
performed throughout Europe and the Unites States. She particularly distinguished herself in the
French music of her time: Chausson, Dukas, Ohana, Schmitt, Mihalovici, Martelli. Assistant of
Lazare-Lévy for a time, she taught at the Conservatoire from 1961 until 1978 and was also a
professor at the École Normale.
510
Vlado Perlemuter (1904–2002) was a French pianist of Polish origin. He received a premier
prix from the Conservatoire in 1919, a prix d’honneur in 1920, and the Prix Diémer in 1921. He
enjoyed an international career after 1945. He studied privately with Ravel and his complete
recordings of Ravel’s piano works are considered to be a reference. He taught at the
Conservatoire from 1951 until 1976.
511
Yvonne Loriod (1924–2010) was a French pianist. She received a premier prix from the
Conservatoire in 1943. She was famously associated with Messiaen and Boulez’s music, which
she performed and recorded. Starting in 1943, she was heard in the premieres of all Messiaen’s
works that included a piano part. She taught at the Conservatoire from 1967 until 1989.
512
Reine Gianoli (1915–1979) was a French pianist. She performed with the greatest conductors,
and alongside Pablo Casals, Pierre Fournier, Georges Enesco and Edwin Fischer. She taught at
the Conservatoire from 1976 until 1979 and was also a teacher at the École Normale. Gianoli
made numerous recordings for the Westminster, BAM and Ades labels. Notably, she
recorded Mozart's 17 piano sonatas live and the complete piano works of Schumann.
164

and Jean Hubeau.514 These young artists, all of whom would enjoy brilliant careers, formed a
significant part of the post-World War II generation of French pianists who carried on LazareLévy’s legacy. Lazare-Lévy was also known to have taught important musical personalities
including John Cage.515
Lazare-Lévy’s renown and influence as a pedagogue became international when he
started teaching master classes and judging competitions throughout Europe.516 Unlike Long and
Philipp, his pedagogical influence reached Asia, thanks to the masterclasses he gave in Tokyo
and Osaka in the 1950s.517 In 1953, Lazare-Lévy retired from the Conservatoire, but continued
teaching at the Schola Cantorum and maintained a private studio.
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Henri Barda (b. 1941) is a French pianist of Egyptian origin. He received a premier prix from
the Conservatoire. Barda also studied at the Juilliard School for four years. He has performed in
both Europe and the United States, and has toured extensively in Japan. He taught at the
Conservatoire from 1994 until 2006 and currently teaches at the École Normale.
514
Jean Hubeau (1917–1992) was a French pianist and composer. He received a premier prix
from the Conservatoire in 1930. He was awarded the Second Prix de Rome in 1934. From 1957
to 1982, he taught chamber music at the Paris Conservatoire. He performed and recorded with
numerous artists, including Pierre Fournier, André Navarra and Paul Tortelier. He made notable
recordings of Fauré’s two piano quartets and two piano quintets.
515
John Cage took a few lessons with Lazare-Lévy, who assigned him a Beethoven Sonata and
sent him off to listen to concerts. Lazare-Lévy was responsible for introducing Cage to the music
of Bach. Christopher Shultis, “Cage and Europe,” in The Cambridge Companion to John Cage,
ed. David Nicolls, (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 20–40.
516
Lazare-Lévy was a member of the jury of the Chopin Competition in 1937; he was invited
back after the War, in 1949 and 1955. He was a member of the jury of the Geneva Competition
(1946 and 1949), the Bartók Competition (1948), and the Long-Thibaud Competition (1949). In
these jury panels, he served alongside celebrated musicians such as Emil von Sauer, Wilhelm
Backhaus, Heinrich Neuhaus, George Enesco, Edwin Fischer, Dinu Lipatti, Zoltan Kodály.
517
For a complete account of these masterclasses, see Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, pp. 60–226.
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Lazare-Lévy’s Pedagogy
An overview
Lazare-Lévy’s students often portrayed him as an outsider. His public personality was not
that of an Alfred Cortot or a Marguerite Long; he was less dogmatic, less media-savvy, more
modest and discreet than his colleagues, and did not care for social graces the way Long did.
Perhaps this explains in part why he did not enjoy the same level of public recognition and why
he remains a lesser-known figure to the modern public. As Louis-Noël Belaubre recounts, “At
the Conservatoire, he was known as a Master, but a marginal Master.”518 His marginalized status
is also described by France Clidat, “He was perceived to be rather like a crazy scientist at the
Conservatoire, because he didn’t belong to any group; this was unusual, because his technique
and teachings were very unconventional.”519
There is a consensus among Lazare-Lévy’s students that his teaching differed from most
of his colleagues at the Conservatoire.520 As discussed in Chapter 1, in the interwar years, French
pianists still had a discernable national style, but Lazare-Lévy’s original conceptions on piano
technique, which will be analyzed in detail in the following section, set him apart from his
contemporaries and contributed to the redirection of the French piano school. He is often
depicted as the antithesis of Marguerite Long, because he encouraged the participation of the

518

“Au Conservatoire, il passait pour un grand maître, mais un maître marginal.” Louis-Noël
Belaubre as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 247.
519
“On le percevait un peu comme un savant fou, au Conservatoire, parce qu’il n’appartenait à
aucun clan, ce qui était singulier, parce que sa technique et son enseignement étaient très
particuliers.” France Clidat as cited in Ibid., 309.
520
See student’s interviews in Timbrell, French Pianism, 114–118 and in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy,
244–309.
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arms and back, while she represented the school of finger articulation.521 Even though they may
have been in opposition in terms of physical approach to the piano, it is still possible for them to
be considered as belonging to the same school, in that they had similar aesthetic and stylistic
ideals.522 But Lazare-Lévy anticipated the demands of the increasingly more popular Steinways,
which featured a heavier action than the typical French Érards and Pleyels; as such, he stands as
a forerunner of modern piano technique in France.
Lazare-Lévy was not the type to lay down principles as incontrovertibly true; on the
contrary, he spent his entire life in a state of constant search and renewal, especially in regard to
technical matters. He liked to compare a pianist to a medical doctor and laughed at the absurdity
of a physician who would only preach what he had been taught at school, without any concern
for the evolution of medical science. His introductory speech to a masterclass on Blanchet’s523
work best illustrates his general mindset:
I am not planning…on bringing to you the elements of a new method, nor on bluntly or
implicitly attacking the admirable discipline that has made Paris the center of pianistic
studies. I am only trying to expose the fruits of my personal experiences which are by no
means in contradiction with the general principles and complement them rather than
oppose them.524
521

Lazare-Lévy seemed however to have had affinities with Yves Nat (1890–1956) who taught
at the Conservatoire from 1934 until 1956.
522
Lazare-Lévy was known to have very strong feeling against Marguerite Long. He apparently
once said, not without a touch of dark humor, “I wish she’d die” [“Je souhaite qu’elle meure”]
Colette Zérah as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 250. But, his hatred against Marguerite Long
was not solely a pedagogical one, “Lazare-Lévy also clashed with Marguerite Long because she
was ambitious and a greedy business woman at its worst.” [“Lazare-Lévy se heurtait également à
Marguerite Long parce qu’elle était ambitieuse et affairiste, dans le plus mauvais sens du
terme.”] France Clidat as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 300.
523
For more information on Blanchet, see note on Blanchet in Chapter 4: Lazare-Lévy’s
Pianistic Style.
524
“Il n’est pas question de vous apporter…les éléments d’une méthode nouvelle, d’attaquer de
front ou obliquement l’admirable discipline qui a fait de Paris le centre des études pianistiques. Il
s’agit simplement de faire connaître le fruit d’expériences personnelles nullement contraires aux
principes généraux, de les y ajouter et non de les leur opposer.” Lazare-Lévy, “E. R. Blanchet,”
Le Monde musical 47 (May 1936): 158.
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In addition, he was a very caring and generous teacher: if students were unable to afford lessons,
he would offer his services for free.525
In a typical lesson with Lazare-Lévy, a general knowledge of the work to be studied was
always a prerequisite, even though he did not enforce a strict analysis of the score, as Cortot
did.526 Classes were more than just a piano lesson: they were music lessons. Students played
reductions of string quartets and shared their own compositions before starting the piano lesson
proper.527 According to many of his students, his culture was enormous: in addition to his
comprehensive knowledge of music (including theory and composition), Lazare-Lévy, a close
friend of Emmanuel Levinas and André Malraux,528 among others, brought discussions of
philosophy, literature and plastic arts into his pedagogy. Like Long, he always advised to attend
as many concerts (beyond just piano recitals) as possible. The report of Lazare-Lévy’s master
classes in Japan also shows that, unlike Isidor Philipp, Lazare-Lévy often used demonstration as
a pedagogical tool.529

On technique
Unlike Long and Philipp, who left to posterity copious written legacies, Lazare-Lévy did
not complete his own piano method or manifesto. He did, however, co-author, with Louis
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Louis-Noël Belaubre, Colette Zérah, and Henri Barda as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 248,
253, 267. During almost two years of working together, Lazare-Lévy did not charge Solomon for
a single lesson (Crimp, Solo, 127).
526
Alfred Cortot and Jeanne Thieffry, Cours d’interprétation, (Paris: Legouix, 1934), 20–21.
527
There are multiple accounts of his fondness for Beethoven string quartets.
528
Emmanuel Levinas (1906–1995) was a French philosopher, best known for his work on
Jewish philosophy, existentialism, and ethics. André Malraux (1901–1976) was a French novelist
who is best known for his novel La condition humaine (1933). He was also a politician and was
appointed Minister of Cultural Affairs during de Gaulle’s presidency.
529
Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 60–226.
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Diémer and Victor Staub, a Méthode supérieure,530 in which the foundation for his teaching
principles are laid down. In order to better understand Lazare-Lévy’s pedagogy, it is useful to
discuss the work of some of his predecessors and colleagues, such as Diémer and Blanchet, who
influenced his technical ideas. To this end, I summarize the content of numerous secondary
sources, such as Gaussin and Timbrell’s works and Solomon’s biography to supplement LazareLévy’s own editions, recordings and sparse writings.
The underlying principle of Lazare-Lévy’s teachings is that technique and interpretation
are inseparable. This idea can be traced as far back as Louis Adam’s Méthode de piano (1805).
In fact, the preface to Diémer’s Méthode supérieure paraphrases Louis Adam’s Méthode:
Nowadays, virtuosity in and of itself is no longer in favor, and it would be a
mistake to complain about it, for virtuosity’s only value is its capacity to let the
performer think only about the spirit and the character of the work being played,
and to avoid the physical difficulties that always get in the way of freedom of
expression.531
For Lazare-Lévy, technique must be learned from music, and the pianist’s ear is the ultimate
guide in a search for good technique. Lazare-Lévy warned students against an erroneous
conception of technique:
The mistake that consists of constantly separating the idea of technique from what
we call interpretation seems dangerous to me and is comparable to the mistake
that tends to separate physical effects from their psychological causes. The
perfection of a performance or, if you will, an interpretation, cannot be conceived
without a close concordance between melodic shape, rhythmic form, harmonic
progression and the movements or physical gestures that, in some way, embody
the music at hand. The discovery of expressive fingering is also of extreme
importance.532
530

Diémer, Lazare-Lévy, and Staub, Méthode supérieure.
“La virtuosité pour elle-même n’est plus en honneur aujourd’hui, et l’on aurait tort de s’en
plaindre, car elle ne vaut que par la facilité qu’elle donne à l’exécutant de ne s’occuper que de
l’esprit, du caractère de l’œuvre qu’il exécute, et de lui éviter les difficultés matérielles entravant
toujours la libre expression.” Diémer, Lazare-Lévy, and Staub, Méthode supérieure, 5.
532
“L’erreur me semble dangereuse qui consiste à séparer systématiquement
531
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As discussed in Chapter 3, Isidor Philipp had a similar conception of technique, one in
which technique shouldn’t merely be a mechanical consideration but rather a means to an
expressive end. Long’s approach, in contrast, was more pragmatic; as we saw in the previous
chapter, Long wrote, “Despite the general consensus, I am convinced that our mind doesn’t
control our fingers, but that our fingers and their almost-unconscious movements stimulate our
spirit.”533
However, during lessons, Lazare-Lévy also gave careful attention to mechanics. He
believed that music would suffer from an erroneous physical approach. During his master class
on Brahms at the École Normale in 1936, he pointed out, “[Technical questions]…are of the
utmost importance for professionals and for students who perform, since only the constant
growth of knowledge of technical possibilities can liberate the performer from physical
obstacles.”534
Unlike Long and Philipp, Lazare-Lévy was not an advocate of the jeu perlé; the concept
of digital articulation was not the focal point of his technique. In his edition of Schubert’s

le domaine technique de ce qu’on appelle l’interprétation, erreur comparable à celle qui tend à
séparer les effets physiques de leurs causes morales. La perfection d’une exécution ou, si l’on
veut, d’une interprétation ne se peut concevoir sans une concordance étroite entre un dessin
mélodique, une formule rythmique, une succession harmonique et les mouvements, les gestes
corporels qui en sont en quelque sorte l’extériorisation. La recherche de doigtés expressifs est
aussi d’une importance extrême.” Lazare-Lévy, “J. Brahms par Lazare-Lévy,” Le Monde musical
47 (September 1936): 235.
533
“Je suis convaincue qu’à l’encontre de ce qui est généralement admis, ce n’est pas notre esprit
qui mobilise nos doigts, mais nos doigts et leurs mouvements presque inconscients qui donnent
le branle à notre esprit.” Marguerite Long, Le piano (Paris: Salabert, 1959), iii.
534
“Si les questions de technique sont…d’un intérêt moindre que les commentaires d’ordre
interprétatif, elles sont pour les professionnels et particulièrement pour les élèves qui s’y font
entendre, d’une importance capitale puisque la connaissance accrue des possibilités techniques
peut seule libérer l’exécutant ou l’interprète des entraves matérielles.” Lazare-Lévy, “J. Brahms
par Lazare-Lévy,” 235.
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Impromptu in E-flat major, Op. 90, no. 2, a piece to which jeu perlé could be fruitfully applied,
Lazare-Lévy offers the following advice: “The overly exaggerated articulation of the fingers can
only be detrimental to the charm and expression of this run, which must never lose it melodic
quality.”535 He used to say, “You don’t play the piano with your fingers, but with your ears!”536
which is in contrast with Long’s oxymoronic maxim, “it is not bad at all to play piano with your
fingers.”537
Instead, he taught his students to incorporate the use of their natural arm weight, free
wrist and back power in their physical approach to the piano. This idea was first brought upon
Lazare-Lévy by Diémer. As early as 1907, Diémer points out in the Méthode supérieure,
“Students often waste time when they repeat the same passage ten, twenty, or even one hundred
times, without having first looked for…which part of the hand, the wrist, the forearm or the arm
could simplify its execution.”538 Later on, he adds, “In order to increase sonority without effort,
the weight of the hand, the forearm or even the arm must be added to that of the finger.”539
Lazare-Lévy’s views on hand- and arm-weight were also strongly influenced by the
technical writings of Swiss pianist Émile-Robert Blanchet.540 Blanchet was the author of
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“L’articulation exagérée des doigts ne peut que nuire au charme et à l’expression du trait qui
ne doit jamais cesser d’être mélodique.” Franz Schubert, Quatre Impromptus Op. 90 pour piano,
ed. Lazare-Lévy (Paris: Salabert, 1993), 12.
536
Louis-Noël Belaubre, recalling Lazare-Lévy, as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 249.
537
Long, Le piano, iii.
538
“Les élèves perdent souvent du temps lorsqu’ils répètent certains traits dix, vingt, ou cent fois
même, sans avoir préalablement cherché…pour quelle part des mouvements de la main, du
poignet, de l’avant-bras ou du bras pourraient en rendre l’exécution plus facile et plus simple.”
Diémer, Lazare-Lévy, and Staub, Méthode supérieure, 5.
539
“Pour augmenter sans effort la sonorité, il faut ajouter au poids du doigt celui de la main, de
l’avant-bras ou même du bras.” Ibid., 7.
540
For more information on Blanchet, see footnote on Blanchet, Chapter 4: Lazare-Lévy’s
Pianistic Style.
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Exercices en forme musicale, Op. 54,541 a 1935 work for which Lazare-Lévy wrote a preface. In
a 1950, he said, “No one else better posed and solved the problems of piano technique under a
musical form [than Blanchet]”542—one of the many occurrences on which Lazare-Lévy praised
Blanchet’s work.543 Lazare-Lévy was responsible for introducing Blanchet’s music in France at
the Conservatoire and the École Normale.544
A central principle in Blanchet’s etudes and exercises is the use of arm and rotation;545
according to Lazare-Lévy’s students, the use of the arm, or so-called weight technique, was
among the chief characteristics of their teacher’s pedagogy. Timbrell quotes Monique Haas as

541

Émile-Robert Blanchet, Exercices en forme musicale (Paris: Salabert, 1935).
“Nul mieux que lui n’a posé et résolu les problèmes de la technique du piano sous une forme
musicale.” Lazare-Lévy, “Notes sur la fièvre interprétative” as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 59.
This article is not to be confused with Lazare-Lévy, “La fièvre interprétative,” La Revue
internationale de musique 1, no.5–6 (April 1939): 895–898. “Notes sur la fièvre interprétative” is
the speech given by Lazare-Lévy for his inaugural masterclass in Japan on October 23, 1950.
The title “Notes sur la fièvre interprétative” was given to this speech by Kazuko Yasukawa, a
former student of Lazare-Lévy who edited the transcription of his masterclasses in Japan.
Lazare-Lévy’s family is in possession of the manuscript of this speech, which is presented in its
entirety in Frédéric Gaussin’s essay. In Appendix 3, I present a partial reproduction of this
manuscript, generously given to me by Frédéric Gaussin.
543
See: Lazare-Lévy, “E. R. Blanchet,” Le Courrier musical et théâtral 26 (March 1924);
Lazare-Lévy, “E. R. Blanchet,” Le Courrier musical et théâtral 30 (March 1928):152; LazareLévy, “L’œuvre de E. R. Blanchet,” Le Courrier musical et théâtral 32 (June 1930): 40; “E. R.
Blanchet,” Le Monde musical 47 (May 1936): 158–159.
544
Lazare-Lévy, “E. R. Blanchet,” Le Monde musical 47 (May 1936): 158–159.
545
A 1930 review of Blanchet’s work read, “Certain principles, traditionally unchangeable, such
as the permanent articulation of fingers, the immobility of the hand, the wrist, or at the very least
the forearm, have been discredited for some time. It is to these new demands that E.-R.
Blanchet’s Études answer.” [Certains préceptes, traditionnellement immuables, comme
l’articulation permanente des doigts, l'immobilité de la main, du poignet, en tout cas de l'avantbras, sont infirmes depuis longtemps. C'est à ces besoins nouveaux que répondent les Études de
E.-R. Blanchet.] Arthur Hoérée, “L’œuvre pianistique de E.–R. Blanchet,” La Revue musicale
11, no. 108 (1930): 263.
542
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saying that “With Lazare-Lévy, the whole body was used.”546 Yvonne Loriod recalled, “He made
us work to get the arm to absorb the shock of the attack, using natural, not forced weight.”547
The reports of his masterclasses demonstrate Lazare-Lévy’s instructions in how students could
make use of their arm.548 Here are a few examples of passages for which Lazare-Lévy suggested
arm use. In Papillons, Op. 2, Lazare-Lévy’s instructed: “This piece is not staccato. Play non
legato, but heavier. It would be better to play with the 4th finger on the black keys, if you can. In
order to produce weight, don’t only use wrists. Use your arms as if you were carrying each note
with them.”549 (see Fig. 4.2.)

Figure 4.2. Robert Schumann, Papillons, Op. 2, 3rd movement, mm. 1–4.

In this chordal passage of Mendelssohn’s Variations Sérieuses, Op. 54, Lazare-Lévy’s
commented: “The staccato must come from the arm. Attack entirely from the arm, not the
wrist.”550 (see Fig. 4.3.)
546

Monique Haas as cited in Timbrell, French Pianism, 115.
Yvonne Loriod as cited in Timbrell, French Pianism, 117.
548
Complete report of masterclasses in Japan in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 60–226; Report of
masterclass on Brahms in Lazare-Lévy, “J. Brahms par Lazare-Lévy,” 235–236.
549
“Ce morceau n’est pas staccato. Jouez non legato, mais plus lourdement. Il vaut mieux mettre
le 4ème sur les touches noires, si vous le pouvez. Pour produire le poids, ne recourez pas
uniquement aux poignets. Servez-vous des bras comme si vous portiez chaque note avec eux.”
Lazare-Lévy as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 75.
550
“Le staccato doit venir des bras. Attaquez entièrement du bras, non pas des poignets.”
Lazare-Lévy as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 204–205.
547
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Figure 4.3. Felix Mendelssohn, Variations Sérieuses, Op. 54, Variation III, mm. 1–3

Likewise, in “Eusebius,” Lazare-Lévy’s explained: “The sound is a lot more beautiful if you use
your arms in order to create it, instead of articulating your fingers (right hand).”551 (see Fig. 4.4.)

Figure 4.4. Robert Schumann, Carnaval, Op. 9, “Eusebius,” mm. 1–4.

It bears mentioning that Lazare-Lévy was not the only one to promote this new technical
approach in France. In the concluding chapter of his book on French pianism, Charles Timbrell
explains:
By the 1920s some of the ideals and methods of the old French school were modified or
rejected by major pianists such as Risler, Cortot, Lazare Lévy, Selva, Nat and Ciampi,
who all favored a greater use of arm weight and a more serious—and more Germanic—
repertoire than did many French pianists of the time.552
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“Le son est bien plus beau si vous utilisez vos bras pour le former, plutôt que d’articuler des
doigts (main droite).” Lazare-Lévy as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 215.
552
Timbrell, French Pianism, 254.
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Regarding hand position, Lazare-Lévy recommended a rounded, “knee-shaped” hand,
and use of the cushioned part of the finger to play. He didn’t like the fingers to be too curved, a
characteristic that is typically associated with Marguerite Long; that said, a middle ground
between these two professors’ pedagogies is suggested by a photograph of Marguerite Long that
suggests her use of flatter fingers in specific contexts.

Figure 4.5. Photograph of Marguerite Long, with the caption “Search for sound, sonorities,
attack with the fleshy part of the finger.” (“Recherche du son, sonorités, attaque gras du doigt.”)
Photograph by G. L. Manuel Frères. Fonds Marguerite Long, Médiathèque Musicale Mahler,
Paris. Used by permission.
Lazare-Lévy was known to play with a straight pinky, and with a hand almost held at a right
angle. This type of hand position was suggested in Diémer’s Méthode Supérieure: “We suggest
elongating the thumb and the 5th finger so that their extremities can join those of the 2nd and 4th
fingers. The 3rd finger should be slightly more rounded because of its length.”553 In the same
chapter, the authors write:
Hold the hand slightly arched, with the fingers elongated enough so that the fleshy part of
the finger rests entirely on the key. The sound thus produced will be full and singing. A
more biting and incisive tone will be produced by curving the fingers even more. Avoid

553

“Nous recommandons d’allonger le pouce et le 5e doigt de façon à ce que leurs extrémités
puissent joindre celles des 2e et 4e doigts. Le 3e doit être naturellement un peu plus arrondi à
cause de sa longueur.” Diémer, Lazare-Lévy, and Staub, Méthode supérieure, 9.
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collapsing the back of the hand. The sonority will be reduced and sound weaker in the
attack of octaves and chords if the hand is flexed.554
The fact that Lazare-Lévy’s hand position was in line with Diémer’s instructions is corroborated
by Monique Haas’s remark, “His regular hand position tended to be rounded at the knuckle and
much less curved at the first and second phalanges,”555 and Jean Hubeau’s recollection, “He also
cared about the arch of the knuckle. He would often put his fingers under a student’s hand and
press up hard, forcing the knuckles to stand out.”556

Figure 4.6. Portrait of Lazare-Lévy at the piano dating from the 1930s. Photograph by Boris
Lipnitzki. Private collection of Frédéric Gaussin. Used by permission.

554

“Tenir la main légèrement bombée, les doigts suffisamment allongés pour que la partie
charnue du doigt repose entièrement sur la touche. La sonorité obtenue ainsi sera pleine et
chantante. On obtiendra une sonorité plus mordante, plus incisive, en recourbant davantage les
doigts. Éviter toujours de creuser le dos de la main. La sonorité s’amoindrit et devient
défectueuse dans l’attaque des octaves et accords lorsque la main fléchit.” Ibid., 7.
555
Monique Haas as cited in Timbrell, French Pianism, 115.
556
Jean Hubeau as cited in Ibid., 115–117.
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Lazare-Lévy advised a low seating position, as evidenced by Figure 4.7. Louis-Noël
Belaubre also explained that the passage of the thumb was the determining element in indicating
the lowest possible seating position.557

Figure 4.7. “The pianist Lazare Lévy” in Muscia 3, no. 27.2 (December 1904). Photograph by
Charles Gerschel.
The term “flexible” [souple] is omnipresent in accounts of Lazare-Lévy’s physical
approach to the piano. The principle of flexibility was learned from his own mentor, Louis
Diémer. In the draft of a speech that was presumably written for Diémer’s funeral in 1919,
Lazare-Lévy speaks of “the paramount role of constant flexibility,”558 and according to Nicole
Eysseric, “[Lazare-Lévy] demanded absolute flexibility. It was the most, one of the most
important aspects of his pedagogy.”559 The reports of Lazare-Lévy’s own masterclasses reaffirm
this principle. He insisted as well on the elasticity of the wrist, “Your wrist must be elastic and
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Louis-Noël Belaubre as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 248.
“Du rôle primordial d’une constante souplesse.” A partial draft of this unpublished speech
was generously given to me by Frédéric Gaussin.
559
“Il exigeait la souplesse absolue. C’était l’aspect, l’un des aspects les plus importants de son
enseignement.” Nicole Eysseric as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 260.
558
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placed on iron fingers.”560 Gaby Casadesus recalled that “Some of [Lazare-Lévy’s] students
seemed to use so much wrist that they lost finger control.”561 Indeed, Lazare-Lévy sometimes
instructed to use specific fingerings in order to allow the least amount of effort from the fingers
while enabling freedom in the wrist. For example, in the notes to his teaching of Schubert’s EFlat major Impromptu, he instructs: “The fingering we are indicating is preferable to the more
often employed 4-3-2-1-2 because it requires less effort from the fingers and therefore a greater
freedom of the wrist” (see Fig. 4.8.).562

Figure 4.8. Excerpt from Franz Schubert, Quatre Impromptus pour piano, Op. 90, Impromptu
No. 2, mm. 25–28.

Lazare-Lévy introduced his masterclass on Brahms by explaining, “[Brahms’s]
writing…demands a flexibility and freedom of movement that can hardly coincide with the
principles of a pedagogy in which the exclusive articulation of the fingers and the immobility of
the arm are severely required.”563 But let us recall that flexibility was also a characteristic of
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“Votre poignet doit être élastique sur des doigts en acier.” France Clidat recalling LazareLévy in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 303.
561
Gaby Casadesus as cited in Timbrell, French Pianism, 195.
562
“Le doigté que nous indiquons est préférable à celui plus souvent employé 4-3-2-1-2 en
raison du moindre effort imposé aux doigts et, par conséquent de la plus grande liberté du
poignet.” Franz Schubert, Quatre Impromptus pour piano, Op. 90, Impromptu No. 2, ed. LazareLévy (Paris: Salabert, 1993), 13.
563
Lazare-Lévy, “J. Brahms par Lazare-Lévy,” 235.
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Isidor Philipp’s pedagogy.564 Marguerite Long also stressed the importance of a flexible wrist for
good sonority in melodic passages but admittedly, pictures of Long at the piano display a certain
rigidity in her physical approach (see Fig. 4.9.).565

Figure 4.9. Photograph from Marguerite Long’s article, “Articulation et indépendance des
doigts” [Articulation and Independence of the Fingers] in Musica 6, no. 63 (December 1907):
183.
I would, however, point out that, as a general rule, French musical aesthetics tend to shy
away from anything overly rough, harsh or stiff. Lazare-Lévy’s playing was also described as
“deep in the keys”; he exerted constant pressure on the keys and advised his students to play
close to the keys. In his teaching of Schumann’s Fantasie, Op. 17, he said: “Don’t play from
above, don’t articulate the left hand: the accompaniment is too loud. Try to play as close to the
keys as possible, without lifting the fingers.”566 (see Fig. 4.10.)

Figure 4.10. Robert Schumann, Fantasie, Op. 17, 1st movement, mm. 19–21.
564

See Chapter 3: On technique.
See Chapter 2: On technique.
566
“Ne jouez pas de haut, n’articulez pas la main gauche: l’accompagnement est trop sonore.
Essayez de jouer au plus près des touches, sans lever les doigts.” Lazare-Lévy as cited in
Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 107.
565
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Regarding the left hand of Schubert’s Impromptu no.1, Op. 90, Lazare-Lévy’s annotated: “Play
the repeated chords in the bass without leaving the keys in order to attenuate sonority as much as
possible.”567 (see Fig. 4.11.)

Figure 4.11. Excerpt from Schubert, Quatre Impromptus pour piano, Op. 90, Impromptu No. 1,
mm. 75–78.

He often instructed students to play with more “depth and breadth” [ampleur]. Jean
Hubeau recalls, “I remember that he used to place his hands under the piano keyboard and say
‘Play so deeply that I can feel it through the wood!’”568 and many of his students drew
similarities between his approach and that of the Russian school.
Another important aspect of Lazare-Lévy's teachings is efficiency: the pianist must play
and practice efficiently. He based his pianistic approach on principles that aimed to eliminate
tension and unnecessary effort, and hence to avoid the risk of tendinitis and cramping. In fact,
held-notes exercises in the Méthode supérieure are preceded by the following warning, “Make
sure you keep the held notes down for the entirety of their value. Avoid pressing the keys, which
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“Jouer les accords répétés des basses sans quitter les touches afin d’atténuer le plus possible la
sonorité.” Franz Schubert, Quatre Impromptus pour piano, Op. 90, Impromptu No. 2, mm. 25–
28, ed. Lazare-Lévy (Paris: Salabert, 1993), 5.
568
Jean Hubeau as cited in Timbrell, French Pianism, 117.
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would inevitably lead to stiffness and then fatigue.”569 Lélia Gousseau, his former student and
assistant for a time, recalls: “Relaxation of the muscles was an important point with him.”570

On practicing
For Lazare-Lévy, efficiency was also to be applied in piano practice. He said, “A
technical progress is of little value if it isn’t directly linked to a musical progress. Every musical
work should be the source of every technical progress.”571 He preferred to work on technique
directly from the composer’s musical works, as opposed to intense practice of scales and
technical exercises. He did not follow the venerable tradition of reliance on piano methods and
technical exercises, a practice that had been instilled in the Conservatoire’s mores throughout the
nineteenth century (see Chapter 1). In the twentieth century, this tradition persisted, as most
piano teachers were still fond of using purely technical exercises: as noted earlier, Isidor Philipp
published hundreds of technical exercises and Marguerite Long compiled her own piano
methods.572 Aside from Yves Nat, most of Lazare-Lévy’s colleagues at the Conservatoire were
also authors of technical piano manuals, as they all believed in the importance of such
mechanical practice. But the only piano method Lazare-Lévy contributed to suggests that time
spent on technical exercises could and should be reduced considerably:
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“Veiller à ce que les notes tenues restent bien enfoncées pendant toute leur durée. Éviter de
presser les touches, ce qui amènerait forcément la raideur et par la suite la fatigue.” Diémer,
Lazare-Lévy, and Staub, Méthode supérieure, 12.
570
Lélia Gousseau as cited in Timbrell, French Pianism, 115.
571
“Un progrès technique est de peu de valeur s’il n’est pas étroitement lié au progrès musical.
Toute œuvre musicale devrait être la source de tout progrès technique.” Lazare-Lévy, “Notes sur
la fièvre interprétative,” as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 58.
572
Philipp often assigned some of his own exercises to his students. Long, on the other hand,
wrote Le piano and La petite méthode de piano at the very end of her career. Those publications
were the testament of a life of experience in piano pedagogy and were left for posterity.
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For many pianists, the study of the instrument requires on a daily basis so many hours of
relentless and tiring [technical] practice that they have but little time left for the study of
the music; we believe that it is possible to acquire, in a relatively short amount of time, a
technique that would enable pianists to play perfectly a large number of piano works,
simply by practicing in a reasonable manner.573
Lazare-Lévy found most exercises to be useless and prompted his students to stay away from
them.574 He also never made his students practice in dotted rhythms. However, he believed in the
benefits of certain exercises—those that demonstrated musical value. He explained, “Exercises
that are truly indispensable—and by that, I mean those which are capable of constantly
improving the exteriorization of thoughts through physical means, think and therefore must be
conceived according to a musical form.”575 For Lazare-Lévy, Blanchet’s Exercices en forme
musicale576 were the perfect exemplars of this principle, as the exercises are conceived first and
foremost as musical endeavors. Lazare-Lévy seemed to have been the only one at the
Conservatoire to suggest working on Blanchet’s exercises. Long and Philipp tended to
recommend studies by the likes of Clementi, Cramer, Czerny, and Hanon, as well as their own
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“Pour beaucoup de pianistes, l’étude de l’instrument exige chaque jour tant d’heures d’un
travail acharné et fatigant, qu’il ne leur reste que peu de temps à consacrer à l’étude de la
musique; nous croyons qu’il est possible d’acquérir en un temps relativement court une
technique permettant d’exécuter parfaitement une très grande partie des œuvres de piano, en
travaillant uniquement d’une façon raisonnée.” Diémer, Lazare-Lévy, and Staub, Méthode
supérieure, 5.
574
It bears mention that Marguerite Long, in the preface of her own method, Le piano, also
quoted Albeniz, who said, “The pianist who loves practicing exercises too much is simply lazy,”
suggesting that she also warned against the over-zealous practice of exercises. Long, Le piano, x.
575
“Les exercices vraiment indispensables—et par là il faut entendre ceux capables d’améliorer
sans cesse la transmission de la pensée aux moyens d’exécution, pensent et par conséquent
devraient être conçus, sous une forme musicale.” Lazare-Lévy, “L’œuvre de E. R. Blanchet,” Le
Courrier musical (June 15, 1930): 408.
576
Émile-Robert Blanchet, Exercices en forme musicale (Paris: Salabert, 1935).
182

technical exercises, in the case of Philipp (See Chapters 2 and 3: On repertoire).577 In his preface
to Blanchet’s work, he wrote:
The work published today…has nothing in common with the countless exercises manuals
in which routine is too often praised. Its originality will surprise teachers and students
who tend to believe that one must tirelessly repeat a difficulty in order to master it.578
Indeed, he was adamantly opposed to mindless repetition in practice: “When an unfortunate
pianist repeats twenty times, a hundred times, a passage without conquering it, doesn’t he
understand that he has to give up the routine, that he must instead analyze, deconstruct the
difficulty?”579 Rather, he would suggest that, in each practice session, the student approach the
problem presented in a given exercise from a different angle: “Give it a different form, simplify
it and then reconstruct it.”580 He was of the opinion that once a technical concept was
understood, there was no need for “maintenance.”
Like Philipp, Lazare-Lévy suggested practicing scales in thirds, sixths, and tenths, with
dynamic variation. Sometimes he made his students transpose preludes and fugues from the
Well-Tempered Clavier a half-step higher or lower.581 Regarding octaves, Lazare-Lévy said:
I would advise to play the octaves by curving, if possible, the three fingers that are [not
being used]. It would be better to fold these middle fingers [under the palm], so that they
don’t get in the way of the thumb or the 5th finger. Emil von Sauer suggested curling the
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In the twentieth century, each professor determined what particular exercises his/her students
were to study; the school did not implement official methods any longer.
578
“L’ouvrage publié aujourd’hui…n’a rien de commun avec les innombrables recueils
d’exercices où la routine tient trop souvent lieu d’expérience. Son originalité pourra surprendre
professeurs et élèves enclins à croire qu’il suffit de répéter inlassablement une difficulté pour la
maîtriser.” Lazare-Lévy’s Preface to Blanchet, Exercices en forme musicale, 2.
579
“Quand un malheureux pianiste a répété vingt fois, cent fois, tel passage sans le vaincre, ne
comprend-t-il pas qu’il faut renoncer à la routine, qu’il faut analyser, décomposer la difficulté?
Lazare-Lévy, “E.-R. Blanchet,” Le Monde musical 47 (May 1936): 158.
580
“Lui donner une autre forme, la simplifier, puis l’aggraver.” Ibid., 158.
581
Marika Haïm-Thiaux as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 278.
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fingers to obtain a somewhat flat [hand position], as if the first phalanges were an integral
part of the palm of your hand. …It’s a way of practicing that I find worthy.582
He was also an advocate of practicing certain types of passages in blocked-chords, grouped by
hand position, as exemplified by the following figures:

Figure 4.12. Frédéric Chopin, Fantasie, Op. 49, m. 59. The music on the right is Lazare-Lévy’s
block-chord reconfiguration—a suggested practice method—of Chopin’s original music as cited
in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 80.
Lazare-Lévy was known to ignore students who were not musically gifted. Conversely,
he had a particular interest in naturally talented students, as well as an attraction for students with
good hands. An anecdote related in the biography of the famous British pianist Solomon attests
to it, “When Solo first went to Lévy, he looked at Solo’s hands and said, ‘Well, of course, you’ve
got every other pianist beaten before you start’.”583 In that spirit, he warned against the danger of
over-analyzing one’s technique (thus contradicting Alfred Cortot’s study scores and Walter
Gieseking’s Piano Technique).584 In his opinion:
The born-pianist, the one for whom difficulties do not exist, will utter, what is the point
of confessions, what is the point of remedies? …There are pianists who are miraculously
582

“Je vous conseillerai de jouer les octaves en arrondissant si possible les trois doigts qui sont
inutiles. Il vaudrait mieux plier ces doigts du milieu, afin qu’ils ne gênent ni le pouce ni le 5e.
Emil von Sauer recommandait de recourber les doigts de manière à obtenir quelque chose de
plat, comme si les premières phalanges faisaient partie intégrante de la paume de vos mains.
…C’est une façon de travailler que je ne trouve pas mauvaise.” Lazare-Lévy’s instructions on
how to practice octaves as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 136.
583
Gwendolyn Cutner taped interview, 1990, as cited in Crimp, Solo, 126
584
Walter Gieseking and Karl Leimer, Piano Technique (New York: Dover Publications, 1972).
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gifted, geniuses. …These geniuses of the piano, if geniuses exist, who at age ten or
twelve show such gifts that they seem to have been born to play the instrument, they have
only to be allowed to blossom, to be guided without getting bogged down in the
tyrannical application of principles, however excellent. To make these beings conscious
of what is purely instinctive to them is risky. Will one reprimand them on a fingering, if
they replaced the cross-under of a thumb with a cross-over of exterior fingers? Isn’t the
fingering that ensures an accurate execution a good fingering for the performer? To point
out too clearly the obstacles and the dangers is often to replace assurance with fear.585
A child prodigy himself, Lazare-Lévy may therefore have not been the best suited teacher for
pianists with technical or musical deficits. He often advocated “letting go” and playing with élan
(sweep), which for him was as much technical as musical advice. He often suggested students to
emphasize certain groupings of notes in order to better their interpretation. In regard to the
opening phrasing of Chopin’s Scherzo No. 3, Lazare-Lévy’s suggested: “Play this phrase in one
sweep, until the end, in one run—this will be better. Observe the slur. Imagine a conductor
who’d use his baton in one movement only. The rhythm is ternary but these notes are grouped by
four.”586 (see Fig. 4.13.)

585

“A quoi bon des aveux, à quoi bon des remèdes à ces maux, s’écrieront les pianistes-nés, ceux
pour qui les difficultés n’existent pas? …Il est des pianistes miraculeusement doués, des
génies…. Ces génies du piano, si génie il y a, qui a dix ou douze ans montrent de tels dons qu’ils
semblent créés pour l’instrument, il n’y a qu’à les laisser s’épanouir, qu’à les guider sans se
perdre en applications tyranniques de principes, mêmes excellents. Rendre conscient chez de tels
êtres ce qui est pur instinct ne va pas sans danger. Les chicanera-t-on sur le doigté quand ils ont
remplacé le passage du pouce par un chevauchement des doigts extérieurs? Le doigté qui a
assuré une bonne exécution n’est-il pas un bon doigté pour l’exécutant? Montrer trop clairement
les obstacles, les dangers, c’est parfois remplacer l’assurance par la crainte.” Lazare-Lévy, “E.-R.
Blanchet,” Le Monde musical 47 (May 1936): 158.
586
“Jouez cette phrase d’un seul et même élan, jusqu’au bout, d’un trait—cela vaut mieux.
Observez la liaison. Imaginez un chef d’orchestre qui n’userait que d’un seul geste de sa
baguette. Le rythme est ternaire, mais ces notes sont chaque fois groupées par quatre.” LazareLévy as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 151–152.
185

Figure 4.13. Frédéric Chopin, Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39, mm. 1–3.
In a challenging passage from Saint-Saëns’s Étude en forme de Valse, Lazare-Lévy suggested:
“The passage where the group of 4 quarter notes appear suddenly is difficult. There’s only one
way to play it: in one sweep.”587 (see Fig 4.14.)

Figure 4.14. Camille Saint-Saëns, Étude en forme de Valse, mm. 32–34.

On fingering
Fingering was a core interest for Lazare-Lévy and many of his students agreed that it was the
most memorable aspect of his teaching. Many of his comments during masterclasses pertained to
fingerings and the rare marked annotations in students’ scores usually consisted of fingerings. He
believed it was essential to find expressive, yet efficient, fingerings. He began his master class at
the École Normale in 1936 by pointing out that “the search for expressive fingerings is of the
587

“Le passage où le groupe de 4 noires apparaît soudainement est difficile. Il n’y a qu’une seule
façon de le jouer: d’un seul élan.” Lazare-Lévy as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 193.
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utmost importance.”588 This comment is in line with the principles established by the Méthode
supérieure:
The choice of fingerings requires, not only a perfect knowledge of the instrument, but also
and above all, true musical understanding and a deep artistic sense. Always look for the
fingering that will best realize the effect intended by the [composer], which unfortunately is
not always the easiest thing to do. The perfection of a fingering is required not only for the
execution of a difficult run: a simple melody must be played with a fingering that is
appropriate to its character.589
For instance, speaking of Chopin’s Etude in F Minor, Op. 25, no. 2, a student of Solomon
recalled:
Solomon reached for his copy and, passing it to me, told me to ignore any penciled
fingerings. But then, on closer examination, he changed his mind. “No, no! On the
contrary, make a note of them. They’re by Lazare-Lévy, they’re wonderful!” Lévy’s
fingering generally avoided getting the thumb on the beat which proved wonderfully apt
for this particular piece.590
Lazare-Lévy concluded his opening remarks at his 1950 master class in Tokyo with the
following comment:
I would like to lay out as briefly as possible the principles that I believe must be at
the core of any logical pedagogy. Once the beginner stage is over, I can assert
with certainty that two principles are essential. I don’t worry about being
contradicted.
1. One must be able to use any finger on any key;
2. One must adapt the hand position as closely as possible to the keyboard by
means of appropriate fingerings.591

588

Lazare-Lévy, “J. Brahms par Lazare-Lévy,” 235.
“Le choix des doigtés exige, non seulement une parfaite connaissance de l’instrument, mais
encore et surtout, une vraie science musicale et un sens artistique profond. Rechercher toujours le
doigté qui réalisera le mieux l’effet voulu par l’auteur et qui malheureusement n’est pas toujours
le plus facile. La perfection du doigté ne doit pas seulement être exigée pour l’exécution des
traits difficiles; un simple chant doit être exécuté avec un doigté bien approprié à son caractère.”
Diémer, Lazare-Lévy, and Staub, Méthode supérieure, 7.
590
Robert Threlfall as cited in Crimp, Solo, 165.
591
“Pour terminer, j’aimerais vous exposer aussi brièvement que possible les principes qui me
semblent devoir être à la base d’un enseignement vraiment logique. Passé le stade du débutant, je
puis, avec certitude, affirmer que deux principes sont essentiels. Je ne crains pas d’être contredit.
1) Il faut pouvoir utiliser n’importe quel doigt sur n’importe quelle touche. 2) Il faut adapter le
589

187

Thus, he believed that the combination of correct gestures and correct fingerings can solve any
technical problem and does not require any maintenance.
As a follower of the tradition begun by Chopin, he did not believe that all five fingers
should all be treated equally.592 He liked to quote Émile-Robert Blanchet’s joking assessment of
the fourth finger: “The 4th finger is a dead body and the third finger is carrying it.”593 LazareLévy was of the opinion that each finger should be used for its own specific characteristics: “Not
only must there be an evenness in scales but each finger had to contribute its own character and
coloring.”594 He also repeatedly reminded his students of another maxim borrowed from
Blanchet: “We have not got two hands, but ten fingers.”595 In his preface to Blanchet’s
Exercices en forme musicale, he praised the Swiss pianist’s approach to fingering:
The novelty, the boldness of the fingering used by the author will only intimidate pianists
with a sadly narrow-minded sense of possibilities; while for those who always strive to
go higher and who are really devoted to their art, they will quickly figure out the scope
and importance of the progress that such a work will enable them to achieve.596
Indeed, fingering is probably the most daring aspect of Blanchet’s work. Some exercises
experiment with the use of fingerings that can only be played with the help of the hand and arm,

plus étroitement possible la main au clavier au moyen de doigtés appropriés.” Lazare-Lévy,
“Notes sur la fièvre interprétative” as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 59.
592
Let us recall that Marguerite Long quoted Chopin in her method and also agreed that
“[equality of fingers] does not mean absolute uniformity in the strength of each finger.”
[“[l’égalité des doigts] ne s’obtient pas par l’uniformisation absolue de la force de chacun
d’eux.”] Long, Le piano, iv. On that front, they were in accordance.
593
“Le 4e doigt est un cadavre et c’est le troisième qui le porte.” Lazare-Lévy, “Notes sur la
fièvre interprétative” as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 59.
594
Bernard Meillat as cited in Crimp, Solo, 128.
595
Ibid., 128.
596
“La nouveauté, la hardiesse des doigtés employés par l’auteur n’intimideront que les pianistes
dont l’horizon est fâcheusement borné, alors qu’au contraire, ceux dont l’idéal n’est jamais
atteint, ceux qui vraiment sont épris de leur art, auront vite fait de mesurer l’étendue et
l’importance des progrès qu’un tel ouvrage leur permettra de réaliser.” Lazare-Lévy’s Preface to
Blanchet, Exercices en forme musicale, 2.
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in contrast with the traditional fingerings, found in Czerny and Hanon’s studies, that emphasize
finger action. For instance, the first exercise presented in Exercices en forme musicale suggests
the following fingering (see Fig. 4.15.):

Figure 4.15. Émile-Robert Blanchet, Exercices en forme musicale (Paris: Salabert, 1935), “For
the diatonic scale,” mm. 1–5.
Blanchet’s work also presents iconoclastic fingerings for practicing the crossing-under of the
thumb, and there are many examples of crossovers, substitutions and slidings for all five fingers.
Lazare-Lévy utilized all these fingering techniques.
Lazare-Lévy suggested the practice of scales using repeating finger combinations,
regardless of the patterns of black and white keys (for example 1, 2, 1, 2, etc., or 1, 3, 5, 1, 3,
etc., or 1, 2, 3, 1, 2, 3, etc., or 3, 4, 5, 3, 4, 5, etc).597 These types of fingerings are reminiscent of
the ones presented by Busoni’s in Klavierübung598 (see Fig. 4.16.):

597

Colette Zérah and France Clidat, recalling Lazare-Lévy, as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy,
255, 303.
598
Ferrucio Busoni, Klavierübung: in zehn Büchern (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1918).
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Figure 4.16. Ferrucio Busoni, Klavierübung: in zehn Büchern (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel,
1918), Book 1: “Scales,” mm. 1–5.
Here are a few other examples of Lazare-Lévy’s own novel fingerings:
In the last movement of Beethoven’s Sonata No. 26, he commented: “It would be best to play the
accompanying figure on the right hand with 2-thumb, and not thumb-2…. Of course, this
fingering is doable! (laughs)… Use your arms.”599 (see Fig. 4. 17.)

Figure 4.17. Ludwig van Beethoven, Sonata No. 26 in E-flat Major, Op. 81a, 3rd movement,
mm. 146–149. Lazare-Lévy’s suggested fingering is indicated in red.
In a climactic passage of Schumann’s Fantasie, Op. 17, he suggested the following fingering
(see Fig. 4.18.):

599

“Il est préférable d’exécuter l’accompagnement de la main droite avec 2-pouce, et non pouce2…. Bien sûr que ce doigté est faisable! (rires)… Servez-vous des bras.” Lazare-Lévy as cited in
Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 115.
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Figure 4.18. Robert Schuman, Fantasie, Op. 17, 1st movement, mm. 212–216 with LazareLévy’s fingerings, as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 106.
In Liszt’s Tarentelle, Lazare-Lévy instructed: “For the thirds, I recommend Liszt’s fingering: 42, 4-2.”600 (see Fig. 4.19.).

Figure 4.19. Franz Liszt, Tarentelle in G minor, mm. 410–415.
Lazare-Lévy’s fingerings are in agreement with a technique that aimed to minimize fatigue and
maximize relaxation. For instance, in this excerpt of Pour le piano, he would suggest 2-4-1, as
opposed to 2-4-2, which is less precise and more tiring (see Fig. 4.20.).

600

“Pour les tierces de la main gauche je vous recommande le doigté de Liszt: 4-2, 4-2.” LazareLévy as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 126.
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Figure 4.20. Claude Debussy, Pour le piano, I: Prélude, mm. 1–2 with Lazare-Lévy’s fingerings,
as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 160.
Unlike Marguerite Long, Lazare-Lévy had a predilection for rearranging certain passages to be
split between the left and right hands when it served a musical purpose. For instance, he liked to
redistribute arpeggios between the hands, as the splitting would prevent the awkwardness of the
thumb crossings and improve the quality of evenness and uniformity in sound.601 In one passage
of Chopin’s Fantasie, Op. 49, Lazare-Lévy’s instructed to take the A-flat (m. 151) with the right
hand, in order to make it stand out. (see Fig. 4.21.)602

Figure 4.21. Frédéric Chopin, Fantasie, Op. 49, mm. 150–152.

601
602

Henri Barda as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 270.
See Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 82.
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In a passage of Beethoven’s “Eroica” Variations, Op. 35, Lazare-Lévy’s instructed: “Since we
use the pedal throughout these few measures, you can take the middle thirds with the left hand,
so as to better highlight the melody in the right hand.” 603 (see Fig. 4.22.)

Figure 4.22. Ludwig van Beethoven, Eroica Variations, Op. 35, Variation No. 15, mm. 37–38.
For the opening of Schumann’s Fantasie, Op. 17, Lazare-Lévy suggested beginning this
passionate work with the thumb of the right hand.604 (see Fig. 4.23.)

Figure 4.23. Robert Schumann, Fantasie, Op. 17, 1st movement, mm. 1–3.
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“Comme on utilise la pédale tout au long de ces quelques mesures, vous pouvez prendre les
tierces intermédiaires avec la main gauche, de manière à mieux souligner encore la mélodie à la
main droite.” Lazare-Lévy as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 85–86.
604
Ibid., 101.
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The bass-clef ossia below the score presents Lazare-Lévy’s suggestions for the redistribution of
the hands in Saint-Saëns’s Étude en forme de Valse (see Fig. 4.24.).605 The reason behind this
arrangement lies in Lazare-Lévy’s interest in keeping the rhythm strong and alive.

Figure 4.24. Camille Saint-Saëns, Étude en forme de Valse, mm. 63-65.
At times, he also creatively rearranged a passage in order to avoid unnecessary difficulties, such
as in the “Traumes Wirren” movement of Schumann’s Fantasiestücke (see Fig. 4.25.). In this
difficult passage, Lazare-Lévy’s suggested to take the sixths on the right in order to avoid
difficult maneuvers.606

Figure 4.25. Robert Schumann, Fantasiestücke, Op. 12, “Traumes Wirren,” mm. 19–20.
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Ibid., 193.
Ibid., 93.
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Similarly, the excerpt below (see Fig. 4.26.) presents Lazare-Lévy’s rearrangement of measure
41 in the Prelude of Debussy’s Pour le piano. This particular distribution of inner voices would
prevent an awkward crossing of the hands:

Figure 4.26. Claude Debussy, Pour le piano, I: Prélude, m. 41 with Lazare-Lévy’s
rearrangement as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 160.
Here is a list of general fingering principles recommended by Lazare-Lévy:
•

The use of a single finger for repeated notes to ensure evenness of sound and
rhythmic precision (in moderate tempi only)607

•

Avoid the thumb in very quiet passages.

•

When possible, avoid the thumbs and pinkies on black keys

•

Don’t shy away from the unusual passage of the thumb under the pinky in certain
passages. He even recommended the practice of the chromatic scale with the
following fingering:

607

Lazare-Lévy includes this advice in his 1914 edition of Franz Schubert Quatre Impromptus
for Senart. See Franz Schubert Quatre Impromptus pour piano, Op. 90, ed. Lazare-Lévy (Paris:
Salabert, 1993), 6.
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Figure 4.27. Lazare Lévy’s recommended practice fingering for the chromatic
scale. Lazare-Lévy as cited in Franz Schubert, Quatre Impromptus pour piano,
Op. 90, ed. Lazare-Lévy (Paris: Salabert, 1993), 13.
•

Use two fingers simultaneously on one key for octaves that are to be played forte

•

For consecutive sixths, use the thumb on all the lower notes and adjust the
fingering of the upper note accordingly (which requires the use of the arm)

•

Favor fingerings that fit in one hand position

•

Trills gain in precision if played with fingers that are not consecutive to one
another

Most importantly, Lazare-Lévy’s fingerings always aimed to enable finger legato. The art
of playing legato was essential to Lazare-Lévy’s pedagogy.608 He stated, “I make this comment
to all of my students: cultivate the art of legato. Practice so that you can play legato as much as
possible, without the aid of the pedal,”609 and a former student recalled, “In passages where
standard fingerings did not please him he deliberately encouraged original fingerings,
particularly to find the longest possible legato.”610 For instance, in the “Reconnaissance”

608

Lazare-Lévy considered Ferruccio Busoni’s edition of J. S. Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier
published by Schirmer (New York: G. Schirmer, 1926) to be an absolute reference in piano
teaching. In this work, Busoni very much insists on the importance of playing and practicing
with a perfect legato (see pp. 48–49).
609
“Je fais cette remarque à tous me élèves: cultivez l’art du legato. Travaillez de façon à
pouvoir jour legato au maximum sans le recours de la pédale.” Lazare-Lévy’s commentary on a
student’s interpretation of Schumann’s Fantasie, Op. 17, as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 105.
610
Bernard Meillat as cited in Crimp, Solo, 128.
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movement of Schumann’s Fantasiestücke, he encouraged the following fingering (see Fig.
4.28.):

Figure 4.28. Robert Schumann, Carnaval, Op. 9, “Reconnaissance,” mm.1–3 with Lazare-Lévy’s
fingerings, as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 216.
The fingering Lazare-Lévy employed for legato octaves is another reflection of this concept: if
octaves were to be legato, then he was absolutely against the use of consecutive 1-5.611 He
always instructed to alternate, 3, 4 and 5, or else, to substitute. Most of these fingerings do
however confirm that Lazare-Lévy had a big hand, and some of these would be very difficult to
execute for a smaller hand. However, like Philipp, he believed that hands would become more
flexible as they use these types of fingerings.612

611

Blanchet wrote an interesting exercise devoted to the practice of legato octaves in Exercices
en forme musicale, 37–39.
612
During a master class, Lazare-Lévy explained, “The hand will reach a bigger stretch if you
use this fingering. You may not be able to do so right away, but little by little, by playing it. Not
trying anything under the assumption that your hands are incurably small is not a good thing…”
[“La main s’ouvrira davantage en utilisant ce doigté. Vous n’y parviendrez pas tout de suite mais
petit à petit, en jouant. Ne rien essayer en vous persuadant que vos mains sont incurablement
petites n’est pas une bonne chose…”] Lazare-Lévy’s commentary on an excerpt of Schuamann’s
Carnaval, Op. 9 that featured legato octaves on the left hand, as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy,
217.
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On pedaling
In line with the principles of his fellow French colleagues at the Conservatoire, LazareLévy favored a rather discreet pedal. Pianist Bernard Meillat pointed out that “[Lazare-Lévy]
maintained that [pedaling] played a vital part in the enlightenment of the musical work, yet it
should at all times be sparingly used.”613 Comments on pedaling in the Méthode supérieure are
reminiscent of Philipp’s and Long’s writings on the subject:
It is impossible to [determine] the use of pedal in an absolute manner. The musicality and
the artistic sense of the professor or the student are often the surest guides. Unless
specifically intended by the composer, the pedal must never sustain sounds for more than
one chord and its inversions, and, in the case of 7th and 9th chords, if they have the same
root.614
Lazare-Lévy warned students against using the pedal in such a way that would blur the harmony
and also insisted on avoiding the pedal as a means of concealing musical details. There are also
countless occurrences of him directing students to play with less pedal, or no pedal at all, even in
passages that traditionally called for some pedal. For instance, Lazare-Lévy recommended
playing the following passage of Chopin’s Sonata no. 2 in B-Flat minor Op. 35 without pedal,
most likely with the idea of improving the clarity of the melodic line in the left hand (see Fig.
4.29.)615:

613

Bernard Meillat as cited in Crimp, Solo, 128.
“Il est impossible de fixer d’une façon absolue l’emploi de la pédale. La musicalité, le sens
artistique du professeur ou de l’élève, sont souvent en cette nature les guides les plus sûrs. À
moins d’une intention particulière de l’auteur, la pédale ne doit jamais soutenir les sons de plus
d’un accord, ses renversements, et dans les cas où les accords de 7ème et de 9ème ont la même
fondamentale.” Diémer, Lazare-Lévy, and Staub, Méthode supérieure, 7.
615
See Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 66.
614
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Figure 4.29. Frédéric Chopin, Sonata No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 35, 2nd movement, Scherzo,
mm. 144–151.
In fact, he explicitly said, “When the left hand has the melodic line, avoid using pedal. Be careful
with the use of the pedal in the low register of the piano.”616 As a general rule however, LazareLévy believed that if the harmony was carried by the left hand and the melody by the right hand
in the upper register, then, in that case, the use of the pedal was absolutely necessary.617 In many
cases, Lazare-Lévy suggested a lighter pedaling in order to better emulate the timbre of the
orchestra or to better highlight the rhythmical content of a work:
The fact that the pedal is not harmful at a certain time, doesn’t necessarily mean that one
can or should use it. For example… (Lazare-Lévy plays the beginning of the
“Appassionata” Sonata and an excerpt of the “Eroica” Symphony by Beethoven)…. The
result isn’t cacophonous, the pedal neither blurs the harmonies nor bothers the ear, but the
music simply doesn’t need it. Imagine these works played by the orchestra: you can hear
each note clearly and precisely. You can distinguish each timbre individually.”618
616

“Quand la main gauche porte des traits mélodiques, absentez-vous d’utiliser la pédale. Faites
très attention à l’emploi de la pédale dans le registre grave du piano.” Lazare-Lévy’s
commentary on a student’s interpretation of Schumann’s Fantasiestücke, Op. 12, as cited in
Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 89.
617
“When the harmonic foundation is performed by the left hand, and when the melody is
presented by the right hand in the upper register, the pedal is absolutely necessary.” [“Lorsque le
sous-bassement harmonique est dévolu à la main gauche, et que la mélodie est présentée par la
droite dans le registre aigu, la pédale est absolument nécessaire.”] Lazare-Lévy’s commentary on
a student’s interpretation of Schubert’s Impromptu No. 3, Op. 142, as cited in Gaussin, LazareLévy, 150.
618
“Que la pédale ne nuise pas, à un moment donné, ne signifie pas que l’on puisse ou que l’on
doive l’employer. Tenez, par exemple… (Lazare-Lévy joue le début de la Sonate
“Appassionata” et une partie de la symphonie “Heroïque” de Beethoven)…. Le résultat n’a rien
de cacophonique, la pédale ne brouille pas les harmonies, ne dérange pas l’oreille, mais la
musique n’en a tout simplement pas besoin. Imaginez ces morceaux joués par l’orchestre: vous
entendez clairement et précisément chaque note. Vous distinguez chaque timbre
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While Long and Philipp were more conventional in their use of the pedal, Lazare-Lévy offered
refinements, such as the gradual release of the pedal by half pedals. And like Cortot, he
sometimes suggested playing with a sonorous sound when using the soft pedal.

On sound production
The main difference between Lazare-Lévy’s approach to piano sonority compared with
that of Long or Philipp resides in the grand and powerful sound quality he made his students
look for—a natural result of his technical approach. However, Lazare-Lévy’s sound pedagogy
still remained in line with the French aesthetics previously discussed, in the sense that it was
never aggressive; it always sought to emulate the human voice or the sound of a stringed
instrument.619 France Clidat remembered, “He gave us…all the secrets that would enable us to
make people forget that the piano [is] an instrument with hammers.”620 In fact, he gave students a
few hints on how to achieve gentle, quiet, and velvety sounds: “Play…with a relaxed movement
from the back to the front [of the key], pulling the notes towards you, as if you were trying to

individuellement.” Lazare-Lévy’s commentary on a student’s interpretation of Schubert’s
Impromptu No. 3, Op. 142, as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 150.
619
I will point out that Hélène de Montgeroult was already advocating this approach in 1820 in
her method Cours complet pour l'enseignement du forté piano: conduisant progressivement des
premiers éléments aux plus grandes difficultés (Paris: Launer, 1820), i. See Chapter 1: Louis
Pradher: 1800–1828.
620
“Il nous donnait…tous les secrets nous permettant de faire oublier que le piano demeure un
instrument à marteaux.” France Clidat as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 303. This comment may
be juxtaposed with Debussy’s famous directive regarding his own works, “I absolutely [wish to]
forget, in listening to you, that the piano has hammers.” [“Surtout, que j’oublie, en vous
écoutant, que le piano a des marteaux.”] The first citation of this maxim appears in Jacques
Durand’s Souvenirs d’un éditeur de musique, vol. 1 (Paris: Durand, 1924), 74. Marguerite Long
tells her own version of the dictum in Marguerite long, Au piano avec Claude Debussy (Paris:
Juilliard, 1960), 26.
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wipe the keyboard with the hand. The touch is gentler that way.”621 He also recommended using
the arm rather than the fingers in order to control pianissimo sounds. Like Isidor Philipp, LazareLévy insisted on the importance of mentally preparing a sound prior to the action of pressing the
key and he instructed to always keep listening to a sound after its emission.
Like his colleagues, he was keen on stimulating students’ imagination by invoking
orchestration, especially in Beethoven’s music. And, also in accordance with Long, Philipp, and
Saint-Saëns, Lazare-Lévy often commented on the importance of the bass. He had a
sophisticated sense of polyphony and frequently prompted students to polish their voicings.622

On repertoire
Lazare-Lévy encouraged his students to explore unfamiliar repertoire. In an article about
Lazare-Lévy’s studio class concert, Arthur Hoérée enthusiastically praised Lazare-Lévy for the
evening’s creative programming—which included works by Blanchet:
For his studio class concert, Lazare-Lévy had the excellent idea of having each
pianist perform a harpsichord piece and a work by É[mile]-R[obert] Blanchet.
Finally something different from the never-ending pages of Liszt and Chopin; for,
to be able to applaud, all in one evening, ten or so pieces by Dandrieu, Couperin,
Scarlatti, Rameau, is a rather rare joy.623

621

“Jouez…avec un mouvement décontracté de l’arrière vers l’avant en tirant les notes vers
vous, comme si vous vouliez essuyer le clavier avec la main. Le toucher est plus doux.” Gaussin,
Lazare-Lévy, 95.
622
See Lazare-Lévy’s commentaries on student’s performances during his masterclasses in Japan
as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, pp. 71, 73, 76, 81, 86, 90, 102, 115, 127, 130, 141, 145, 149,
167, 189, 205, 212, 222, 225.
623
“Au cours d’une audition d’élèves, Lazare-Lévy a eu l’excellente idée de faire exécuter par
chaque pianiste une pièce de claveciniste et une œuvre de E.-R. Blanchet. Voilà qui nous change
des sempiternelles pages de Chopin ou de Liszt; car applaudir à une même séance une dizaine de
pièces signées Dandrieu, Couperin, Scarlatti, Rameau, est une joie assez rare.” Arthur Hoérée,
“L’œuvre pianistique de E.-R. Blanchet,” 263.
201

An advocate of contemporary music in his teaching as well as his own performances, he required
his students to learn the works of French modern composers as well as composers like
Stravinsky, Bartók, Prokofiev, and Rachmaninoff alongside more conventional repertoire. Betty
Viaud recalled, “I think we were one of the first, if not the first—imagine in 1952—to perform
Bartók’s Sonata for Two Pianos and Percussion for a studio class.”624 The variety and
eclecticism of repertoire studied in his class was unusual, especially when compared with the
repertoire assigned to students by Long and Philipp (See Chapters 2 and 3). Additionally, he
encouraged students to learn as much music as possible in a short amount of time, as he believed
it was the best use of time and energy for a student at the Conservatoire, and a good way to
improve memory skills.
On rhythm
For Lazare-Lévy, rhythm represented an important aspect of style. He felt that “Only those
whose rhythmic feel is strong enough can play ‘freely’ without having to fear tasteless
sentimentality.”625 During masterclasses, many of his comments pertained to rhythmic rigor. He
warned against excessive and unnecessary rubati and instead, he tended to encourage straightforward interpretations. For instance, his view on Chopin’s music was rather strict. In the
following passage from Chopin’s E-major Scherzo, Op. 39 (see Fig. 4.30.), Lazare-Lévy
commented: “Don’t think that Chopin is a fantasist. Don’t forget that his music is as rigorous as
Beethoven’s. In the case of these successive quarter notes and dotted half notes, you must
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“Je crois que nous étions parmi les premiers, sinon les premiers—rendez-vous compte, en
1952—à donner à l’audition de classe la Sonate pour deux pianos et percussions de Bartók.”
Betty Viaud as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 263.
625
“Seuls peuvent jouer ‘librement’ ceux chez qui le sentiment rythmique est assez puissant pour
n’avoir pas à redouter une fade sentimentalité.” Lazare-Lévy, “J. Brahms par Lazare-Lévy,” 236.
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rigorously respect the length of the notes…. They cannot be irregular from a rhythmic point of
view.”626

Figure 4.30. Frédéric Chopin, Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor Op. 39, mm. 21–25.

Indeed, he insisted on the absolute exactitude of rhythmic values and rests. His approach
to the “Sarabande” of Debussy’s Suit Pour le Piano reflects this general philosophy:
Be careful of the rhythmic values and the relationship between them. In this measure, the
quarter notes are subdivided in two or in three depending on the beat. As a result, one
feels indetermination that can only be achieved through rhythmic rigor and exactitude.
It’s exactly the same as “two times three equals SIX” and “three times two equals SIX.”
The listener doesn’t see that the pianist is counting, but feels the incertitude coming from
subdividing SIX by two or three.627
Like Long, he didn’t like triplets to be rushed and in the case of syncopated melodies, he
recommended keeping a very clear rhythmic pulse on the alternate hand.

626

“Ne pensez pas que Chopin soit un fantaisiste. N’oubliez pas que sa musique est aussi
rigoureuse que celle de Beethoven. Dans le cas de ces noires et blanches pointées successives,
vous devez rigoureusement respecter la longueur des notes…. Cela ne doit pas être irrégulier sur
le plan rythmique.” Lazare-Lévy as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 152.
627
“Attention aux valeurs rythmiques et aux rapports qu’elles entretiennent entre elles. Dans
cette mesure, les noires se divisent en deux ou en trois suivant les temps. Il en résulte une sorte
d’indétermination, qui ne peut s’obtenir que par la rigueur et l’exactitude. C’est exactement la
même chose que pour ‘deux fois trois font SIX’ et ‘trois fois deux font SIX’. L’auditeur ne voit
pas que le pianiste compte, mais il sent l’incertitude provenant de sa manière de diviser SIX par
deux ou par trois.” Lazare-Lévy’s commentary on the rhythmic interpretation of Debussy’s
Sarabande, from Pour le piano, as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 163.
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On style and the role of the performer
Lazare-Lévy also taught the importance of playing each composer with a different style
and technique, a practice that he was praised for himself:
It even seems as though he diversified his technique and applied a specific one for [each
composer:] Schumann, Mozart, or Brahms. The fact remains that M. Lazare Lévy always
remains a servant to his model and always renders his interpretations with the greatest
sense of authenticity and humanity.628
Indeed, most of all, it is sincerity and authenticity that Lazare-Lévy promoted. An anecdote
related in Solomon’s biography illustrates Lazare-Lévy’s non-dogmatic view on interpretation:
I once played him one of the Chopin Ballades. “I don’t like the way you play that at all,”
he commented. “In fact, I dislike it intensely.” This naturally worried me, and I asked
him what I was to do about it. “Don’t alter a note,” came the surprising reply. “That’s
your interpretation. Stand by it. As many people will like it as they do mine. The great
thing is that that is what you think of the music, and not something which has been drilled
into you.”629
In the Méthode supérieure de piano, Lazare-Lévy, Staub, and Diémer support the idea
that virtuosity should not be sought for the sake of virtuosity, but for musical ends—an idea that
has been explored multiple times throughout this study of French pianism. Just like Philipp,
Lazare-Lévy frequently warned students against the dangers of playing too fast. He also favored
complete humility from the performer, whom he believed should remain modestly in the
background: “The incomparable Pablo Casals never ceased to preach that the first virtue of a
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“Il semble même qu’il diversifie sa technique et qu’il en applique une autre à Schumann qu’à
Mozart ou à Brahms. Il n’en reste pas moins que M. Lazare Lévy reste toujours un serviteur de
son modèle et qu’il nous le restitue sous les traits les plus authentiques et les plus humains.”
Auguste Mangeot, “Lazare Lévy,” Le Monde musical 49 (1938): 104.
629
Article from unknown magazine entitled “The Story of a Famous Pianist” as cited in Crimp,
Solo, 129.
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performer is self-effacement.”630 The performer’s role is to serve the music and not to use it to
showcase a brilliant technique or an excess of emotion. Tastefulness and overall restraint, typical
of French pianism and culture, were hallmarks of Lazare-Lévy’s pedagogy, one that always
preached simplicity and naturalness: “Remember this: exaggerated expressions and useless body
language are not admirable qualities in performance.”631
Above all, Lazare-Lévy preached reverence for the musical text. Though no longer a
revolutionary idea, this respect for the score was a relatively new concept in France at the time.
While learning Mompou’s Impressions intimes, Lazare-Lévy wrote a letter to the composer that
shows his concern for respecting the composer’s wishes to the letter:
Some signs that you employ bother me slightly: 1) What do the dots placed in between
two notes mean? Ex.: Piece no. 3 in D-flat, first measure and the ones that follow? 2)
Your ritenutos are clearly indicated with a horizontal line, but why the RR ---------- at the
end of the piece no. 4? And the titles? I don’t speak Catalan (not even Spanish!), and I
would like to know the exact French translation: Planys (1 et 2) = plains?; Ocell trist =
sad bird (singular or plural?); La Barca (the small boat?); Breçol: lullaby, is that correct?
Forgive me if I’m annoying you with this, but I would like to be your faithful executant (I
hate the word ‘interpreter’).632
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“L’incomparable Pablo Casals n’a cessé d’affirmer que la première vertu d’un exécutant est
l’impersonnalité.” Lazare-Lévy, “Notes sur la fièvre interprétative,” as cited in Gaussin, LazareLévy, 56.
631
“Souvenez-vous de ceci: les expressions exagérées, les mouvements inutiles du corps n’ont
rien d’admirable, pendant l’exécution.” Lazare-Lévy’s commentary on a student’s interpretation
of Schumann’s Fantasiestücke, Op. 12 as cited in Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 95.
632
“Certains des signes que vous employez m’embarrassent toutefois quelque peu: 1) Que
signifient les points placés entre deux notes? Ex.: morceau no 3 en ré b, mesure une et suivantes?
2) Vos ritenuto sont clairement indiqués par une ligne horizontale mais pourquoi ce RR ---------à la fin du morceau no 4? Et les titres? Ignorant totalement le catalan (et même l’espagnol!),
j’aimerais en connaître la traduction française exacte: Planys (1 et 2) = plaines?;…; Ocell trist =
oiseau triste (singulier ou pluriel?); La Barca (la barque ?); Breçol: berceuse, est-ce exact?
Pardonnez-moi si je vous ennuie avec cela mais je tiens à être votre fidèle exécutant (je hais le
mot ‘interprète’).” Letter from Lazare-Lévy to Mompou as cited in Frédéric Gaussin, “LazareLévy ou la révolution pianistique,” La revue de la musique, no. 8 (September–November 2007).
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The reports of his masterclasses prove his erudition in regard to editorial matters and
Lazare-Lévy was outspoken about his ideas on musical editions. He deplored heavily revised
musical editions, especially when those were more about the reviser’s conceptions than the
composer’s intents and wishes:
The reviser-interpreter is a lot more harmful [than the interpreter], because a
performance, like speech, can be fleeting, but the writing remains and the printing
characters enjoy a notorious prestige. It lends the texts a character of authenticity.633
It is safe to assume he did not approve of Alfred Cortot’s editions, which are filled with personal
and poetic interjections. Lazare-Lévy’s comments on his own editions are limited to fingerings
as well as sparse technical, tempi, and phrasing suggestions; he never stimulates the imagination
of the reader with elaborate prose, nor does he suggest exercises to solve technical problems.634
Additionally, as Gaussin points out, “unlike Paderewsky, for instance, Lazare-Lévy doesn’t take
the liberty to standardize the slurs in repeats, nor to rewrite enharmonics.”635
In his article, entitled “La fièvre interprétative,” (The Interpretative Fever), Lazare-Lévy
cautions the performer against the relevance of biographical anecdotes:
Pianists…believe…that an approximate documentation of the life of a musician
and the particular conditions surrounding the composition of a work, on his love
life, on his readings, suffice to give their performance a character of
authenticity.636

633

“L’interprète-réviseur est beaucoup plus nocif, car si l’exécution comme la parole s’envole,
l’écrit reste et les caractères d’imprimerie jouissent d’un redoutable prestige. Il confère aux
textes un caractère d’authenticité.” Lazare-Lévy, “Notes sur la fièvre interprétative,” as cited in
Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 57.
634
For a complete list of Lazare-Lévy’s editions, see Chapter 4 : Biography.
635
Gaussin, Lazare-Lévy, 50.
636
“Les pianistes…croient…qu’une documentation plus ou moins approfondie sur la vie d’un
musicien, sur les conditions particulières dans lesquelles il écrivit telle ou telle de ses œuvres, sur
ses amours, sur ses lectures, suffit à assurer à leur exécution un caractère d’authenticité.” LazareLévy, “La fièvre interprétative,” 897.
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His article on Schubert’s music also reflects his interest in absolute music. He compares the
successes of Schumann and Chopin, whose lives and music had been overly romanticized, to that
of Schubert, who was simply known for his music:
[Schubert] didn’t try to give technical explanations about his compositions and he simply
said, “what is inside me, I exteriorize it as such, end of the story.” He thus only expressed
himself through music, and it’s mostly through his music that we can connect with
him…. The most conscientious work, the most adequate documentation, erudition, even
intelligence…will never replace [musicality].”637
Compare this to Cortot’s advice on the same subject:
It is useful to know any current anecdotes with regard to the personality of a composer
and the conception or burgeoning of a composition. Some of these are true; others are,
perhaps, only legends, which were born after the event. If, however they appear suited to
the temper of the work, or such as to stimulate our imagination, we should do wrong to
reject them.638
Lazare-Lévy, with his reserved, humble, and authentic approach to style, was a true symbol of
French pianism.
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“Il n’a point tenté de donner sur ses compositions des explications techniques et il s’est
contenté de dire “ce qui est en moi, je l’extériorise tel quel, un point c’est tout.” Il ne s’est donc
vraiment exprimé qu’en musique et c’est surtout par sa musique que nous pouvons nous
rapprocher de lui…. Le travail le plus consciencieux, la documentation la plus autorisée,
l’érudition, l’intelligence même…ne sauraient jamais tenir lieu [à la musicalité].” Lazare-Lévy,
“Sur l’œuvre musicale de Schubert,” 154–155.
638
Cortot and Thieffry, Cours d’interprétation, 17.
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Conclusion
This dissertation has sought to demonstrate the existence of a French piano school
through the study of three eminent French pianists and professors at the Conservatoire:
Marguerite Long, Isidor Philipp and Lazare-Lévy. All three came from a long line of pianistic,
pedagogic, and aesthetic traditions established by the country’s foremost music school during the
nineteenth century. By way of conclusion, I would like to summarize the defining aspects of the
French piano school between the two World Wars by offering a comparison of Long, Philipp,
and Lazare-Lévy’s respective approaches to technique, practicing, fingering, rhythm, pedaling,
sound, and style.
The essence of French piano technique in the nineteenth century and part of the twentieth
century lay in its strong emphasis on finger independence. Supporters of this physical approach
believed that the good training of fingers—and fingers alone—was the basis for an effective and
healthy piano technique. French historical recordings serve to document the brilliant, dazzling,
and often flawless performances that this technique was able to produce. Marguerite Long and
Isidor Philipp were exemplars of this kind of playing. Their pedagogical writings concentrate
above all on the role of fingers in piano playing, and they essentially omit discussion of the
potential involvement of the forearm, arm, elbow, shoulder, and upper body. In keeping with the
teachings of their own predecessors, Louis Adam, Pierre Zimmermann, Antoine Marmontel, and
Louis Diémer, they both performed and taught in a style that is often referred to as jeu perlé.
The pedagogy of Lazare-Lévy, on the other hand, represented a departure from the “old”
French School in that it eschewed focus on the fingers alone. He was one of the first French
pianists to promote a technical approach that incorporated the role of the upper body. His ideas
were in line with concepts developed outside of France by the likes of German pedagogues
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Ludwig Deppe, Rudolf Breithaupt, and British teacher Tobias Matthay, who favored a weightier
approach to piano playing. Therefore, Lazare-Lévy played an essential role in the maturation and
expansion of the French piano school’s core ideas.
In regard to practicing, the three pedagogues insisted on the importance of scales, as
would almost any piano teacher. However, while Long and Philipp considered the intense
practice of scales and technical exercises to be an essential part of a pianist’s routine, LazareLévy preferred to work on technique directly from the composer’s musical work. The concept of
practicing in dotted rhythms is an interesting one. This type of practicing found a devoted
propagandist in Philipp, who seemed to rely on rhythm and accentuation exercises almost
exclusively. Long cautioned against this type of practicing, which could easily lead to harsh and
unmusical playing. However, her students reported that she in fact made them practice with
dotted rhythms. Lazare-Lévy was against this system.
Even though Lazare-Lévy was known to have a deeper sense of touch and a grander
sound than his two older colleagues, all three French pianists were sensitive players and favored
similar aesthetic ideals. They all avoided an approach to the keyboard that was overly rough,
harsh, and stiff. The general quality of their playing was subdued and they emphasized the
importance of flexibility (souplesse) in piano technique. Long was praised for her diaphanous
colors, Philipp was admired for his sense of delicacy and elegance, and Lazare-Lévy’s
pianissimos were said to be magical. This quality is best described, in Long’s words, as “softness
within force, force within softness.”639 In addition, the idea of legato is an important one for
French pianists. Long, Philipp, and Lazare-Lévy believed in the powers of true legato, and they
639

“Douceur dans la force, force dans la douceur.” Marguerite Long as cited in Janine Weill,
Marguerite Long: une vie fascinante (Paris: Julliard, 1969), 112.

209

all advised their students to emulate the legato of a violinist or a singer. With that in mind, it
comes as no surprise that they favored fingerings that enabled the fingers to physically connect
one note to the next—even when inconvenient—as opposed to using the pedal or other tricks that
would give the illusion of legato playing; substitution was an especially common practice among
these pianists.
Regarding style, Long, Philipp, and Lazare-Lévy all supported the idea that virtuosity
should not be sought for its own sake, but for musical ends—an idea that has been explored
multiple times throughout this study of French pianism, starting with Adam’s Méthode de
piano.640 Philipp and Lazare-Lévy both insisted that technique and interpretation should always
be intertwined, while Long was a believer in the power of sheer pianistic mechanics. Regardless,
all three agreed that the performer’s role was to serve the music and not to use it to showcase a
brilliant technique or an excess of emotion. They looked down upon “free” interpretations that
demonstrated bad taste. Tastefulness and overall restraint, typical of French pianism and culture,
were hallmarks of these pedagogues who always preached simplicity, authenticity, and sobriety
of expression. Practically speaking, this stylistic ideal entailed a rather sparse and conventional
use of the pedal, a minimal and strict sense of rubato, and an accurate execution of rhythmic
figures. In addition, all three pedagogues urged their students to display extreme reverence for
the text.

640

Louis Adam, Méthode de piano du Conservatoire, rédigée par L. Adam, membre du
Conservatoire. Adopté pour servir à l’enseignement dans cet établissement (1805; repr., Geneva:
Minkoff, 1974).
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Afterword
To conclude the discussion on a personal note, I would like to share my own take on the
subject of piano technique. This dissertation has allowed me to reconnect with my early piano
years. My first piano teacher, Olivier Cazal, to whom I am very indebted, studied at the
Conservatoire from 1974 until 1981 with Pierre Sancan. As such, he represents a later generation
of French pianists trained at the Conservatoire. It is very interesting to compare his stance on
piano technique with that of the pedagogues studied in this essay. As I remember it, it was
exactly mid-way between the two approaches discussed. On one hand, he was extremely
insistent on me playing from the fingers. He’d often yell at me: “Lift your fingers! We play the
piano with our fingers!” (“Lève les doigts! On joue du piano avec les doigts!”), “Curve your
fingers!” (“Les doigts ronds!”); finger articulation was definitely the foundation of his teaching
and he used to make me articulate every note from high above, at least in the slow speed. In fact,
it is a bit striking to see how high I raised my fingers when I look back at video recordings of
myself during those years. On the other hand, his main motto was: “Go down!” (“Vers le bas!”)
and he was very adamant about me always being “relaxed.” By that, he meant that I had to feel
the power of gravity and go deep down into the keys. In addition, he was vehemently opposed to
the practice of scales, technical exercises, and dotted rhythms. Like Lazare-Lévy, he believed
technique could be learned directly from the repertoire. As a result, I only began practicing
scales for the first time at age eighteen and never bought any exercise manuals by Hanon,
Czerny, or the like. In retrospect, I must say that I wish I had learned scales and arpeggios at a
young age, like most pianists do. I find that I lack a certain facility in sight-reading; a deeper
familiarity with this “vocabulary” would have probably helped.
As I met new teachers and moved across the ocean, I was constantly admonished for
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playing too much from the fingers. Most teachers urged me to completely let go of any type of
finger action. I am an obedient student, so I did. Almost unconsciously, I spent many hours,
days, months, years of practice trying to undo the habits that Olivier Cazal had so thoroughly
instilled in me. However, for the past two years, reading about Long, Philipp and Lazare-Lévy
made me reconnect with my roots. I started remembering all of Olivier’s advice and decided,
almost as an experiment, to implement them in my playing and in my teaching. As difficult as it
may be to objectively judge oneself, I think that I can safely say that it has had a positive impact
on my playing and my pedagogy. For the past ten years, I felt like playing the piano accurately
on stage had become increasingly difficult. I was frustrated after every performance for almost
all of them were sloppy and my quota of wrong notes was much too high! I blamed it on “the
nerves” and I started feeling as though I could never be an accurate and fast performer, no matter
what I did. However, ever since I have re-incorporated these old concepts in my playing, I have
noticed a significant improvement in my technique. Most of my recent performances were more
secure on two levels: accuracy and memory. It is interesting to point out that as a child, one of
the things I was always praised for was my technique, not so much my musicality. Over the
years, my identity shifted and I became the “musical” type whose technique is not the best. I now
feel like it is perhaps possible for me to reconcile those two conflicting identities, simply by not
dismissing the crucial role of the fingers in piano playing. This is what this dissertation has
taught me. It is hard to tell whether this is a general rule, or if it only applies to me. The feeling
of naturalness and solidity that I have experienced as of late, like a train finally back on track,
may simply come from the fact that I have rekindled with my past and with a way of playing that
reminds me of my childhood. However, I do think there are objective advantages in instilling
good finger technique from a young age. It is a healthy basis for future developments and it does
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not exclude the possible use of upper body parts, when required. Those two approaches are not
mutually exclusive, like I seem to have believed for the past ten years, and I am grateful to all the
teachers who have led me to this realization.
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Appendix 1: Piano Professors at the Paris Conservatoire and Their Years of Service
Hélène de Montgeroult (1795–98)
Antoine-Louis Granier (1795–1800)
Nicolas Séjan (1795–99)
Benoît-François Mozin (1795–1802)
Louis Gobert (1795–1802)
Hyacinthe Jadin (1795–1800)
André Mozin (1795–1800)
Ignaz Ladurner (1797–1802)
François Nicodami (1798–1800)
François-Adrien Boieldieu (1798–1803)
Louis Pradher (1800–28)
Louis Jadin (1796–98; 1802–16)
Louis Adam (1816–42)
Émilie Michu (1816–27)
Pierre Zimmermann (1816–48)
Louise Farrenc (1842–73)
Henri Herz (1842–74)
Adolphe Laurent (1846–62)
Antoine-François Marmontel (1848–87)
Marie-Anna Coche (1851–66)
Félix Le Couppey (1854–86)
Georges Mathias (1862–87)
Élie Miriam Delaborde (1873–1913)
Louise-Aglaé Massart (1874–87)
Alphonse Duvernoy (1886–1907)
Henri Fissot (1887–96)
Charles de Bériot (1887–1903)
Louis Diémer (1887–1919)
Raoul Pugno (1896–1901)
Antonin Marmontel (1901–07)
Isidor Philipp (1903–34)
Édouard Risler (1907–09)
Alfred Cortot (1907–23)
Victor Staub (1909–41)
Santiago Riera (1913–37)
Marguerite Long (1920–40)
Lazare-Lévy (1923–41; 1944–53)
Yves Nat (1934–56)
Magda Tagliaferro (1937–40)
Jean Doyen (1940–77)
Maurice Amour (1941–45)
Céliny Chailley-Richez (1941–42)
Jean Batalla (1941–42)
Armand Ferté (1941–52)
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Marcel Ciampi (1941–61)
Georges de Lausnay (1942–52)
Jules Gentil (1947–69)
Lucette Descaves (1947–76)
Vlado Perlemuter (1951–76)
Yvonne Lefébure (1952–67)
Louise Clavius-Marius (1953–54)
Aline van Barentzen (1954–67)
Joseph Benvenuti (1955–67)
Pierre Sancan (1956–85)
Jeanne-Marie Darré (1958–75)
Lélia Gousseau (1961–78)
Monique de la Bruchollerie (1967–72)
Monique Haas (1967–70)
Yvonne Loriod (1967–89)
Raymond Trouard (1969–85)
Aldo Ciccolini (1970–83)
Pierre Barbizet (1973–74)
Dominique Merlet (1974–92)
Gabriel Tacchino (1975–94)
Reine Gianoli (1976–79)
Ventsislav Yankoff (1977–91)
Germaine Mounier (1978–87)
Jacques Rouvier (1979–2012)
Bruno Rigutto (1987–2010)
Theodor Paraskivesco (1987–2010)
Gérard Frémy (1985–2000)
Michel Béroff (1989–2016)
Pascal Devoyon (1991–95)
Alain Planès (1988–2013)
Georges Pludermacher (1993–2011)
Jean-François Heisser (1993–2016)
Brigitte Engerer (1992–2012)
Pierre-Laurent Aimard (1996–2000)
Henri Barda (1996–2006)
Nicholas Angelich (2000–11)
Hervé Billaut (2006–08)
Roger Muraro (2006–)
Hortense Cartier-Bresson (2010–)
Denis Pascal (2010–)
Michel Dalberto (2011–)
Frank Braley (2011–)
Emmanuel Strosser (2012–)
Claire Désert (2012–)
Marie-Josèphe Jude (2016–)
Florent Boffard (2016–)
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Appendix 2: Letter from Isidor Philipp to Helen Moore, August 19, 1949
This letter can be found at the Isidor Philipp Archive at the Dwight Anderson Memorial Music
Library, University of Louisville.
It is particularly interesting in its criticism of Artur Schnabel.
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Transcription of the French text:
La Nerto, Sanary/Mer, 19/8
Ma bien chère Helen,
Je vous ai toujours beaucoup aimée, mais après votre si touchante et si affectueuse lettre,
qui m'a profondément ému, je crois que je vous aime encore davantage. La mort de ma sœur
aimée, a été un véritable déchirement de mon cœur et j'ai été comme terrassé par mon sentiment
de solitude. Ma seule consolation est que mon temps est limité. D'ailleurs de n'avoir plus la
tendresse de ma sœur m'enlève l'appétit de vivre. J'ai Marcelle, et j'ai Emma, qui, elle, a été avec
ma sœur jusqu'au bout, la soignant nuit et jour; j'ai des amis qu'elle voyait avec plaisir, d'autres
qu'elle aimait comme vous, une de ses préférées - mais le plus souvent c'est la solitude avec les
souvenirs qui font battre le cœur douloureusement.
Je suis ici avec Marcelle et les siens et dans quelques jours Marcelle et moi allons
rejoindre Emma qui a une petite maison à Megève dans les Alpes. De là nous irons à Paris où j'ai
promis de voir quelques amis et le 1er oct. je prends l'avion pour rentrer à N.Y.
Ce serait en effet, une joie de faire un voyage ensemble. Mais, ma chère Helen, vous
oubliez que je vais avoir dans quelques jours 86 ans. Que sera demain? Enfin, qui vivra, verra…
J'espère vous voir à Noël. Si vous devez jouer le 4ième Concerto de Beethoven (il n'y a qu'une
seule cadence beethovenienne, c'est celle de Saint-Saëns. Même celle de Busoni n'est pas
bonne…) Je n'ai pas vu Etude ni le Passe-temps, je crois bien que ce petit journal a disparu. Je
vous tiendrai au courant.
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J'ai vu les changements de Rollins. Vous les trouvez intéressants. En tous cas le départ de
ce vaniteux Honaas est une bonne chose. Il faisait tache… J'espère qu'on n'a pas touché à votre
situation: où pourrait-on trouver mieux que vous? Sans vous flatter - je vous aime trop pour cela
- vous avez l'intelligence, le talent et le savoir, qualités nécessaires pour faire un vrai
professeur… J'ai vu à Paris, au déjeuner que le Conservatoire m'a offert, la médiocrité rampante,
la jalousie, une ridicule vanité… J'ai vu combien rares sont les professeurs. Et parce que
Marcelle a les mêmes qualités que vous, elle a un succès extraordinaire à Lyon. J'en arrive à
votre pensée de changer. Ce n'est qu'en Amérique que vous pourriez trouver un intéressant
changement. Au Canada, que cela soit à Toronto ou ailleurs, il n'y a pas beaucoup d'élèves
intéressants, mais nombres de professeurs médiocres: ils sont Canadiens. Les bonnes places sont
prises. Quant à la France, il n'y a que Paris et Lyon. Je vous ai dit ma pensée sur Paris et son
Conservatoire, si tombé, si différent de la belle école que c'était. Un étranger ne saurait y
entrer… En tous les cas, une école américaine, c'est à dire une grande école à la manière de
Curtis, serait intéressante pour vous. Et lorsque j'entends comment se donnent les leçons là, je
me demande si les gens sont sourds ou fous. Mais de cela nous parlerons lorsque j'aurai la joie de
vous revoir.
Je suis sûr que M. Homer a eu une conversation intéressante avec Schweitzer. S. est peu
connu en France. Mais en Amérique il y a petit à petit une vraie littérature Schweitzerienne. Il
doit en être étonné. Depuis sa dernière longue lettre à Noël, je n'ai plus de nouvelles de lui et j'ai
peur que je ne le verrai pas.
Vous avez certainement le seul exemplaire qu'existe encore de la Méthode de Czerny…
tout y est intéressant et particulièrement tout ce qu'il dit au sujet de Beethoven. Je me demande si
le stupide et vaniteux Schnabel a jamais lu Czerny. S'il l'avait lu, il n'aurait pas osé publier son
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édition, monument de vanité puérile. Je suis heureux que votre mère aille mieux: je pense à vos
soucis pour elle, à la difficulté de votre vie et de votre carrière et je suis peiné.
Je vous embrasse affectueusement et je vous dis encore merci pour votre lettre. I. Philipp

English translation:
My very dear Helen,
I’ve always liked you very much, but after your so touching and so affectionate letter,
which deeply moved me, I think I love you even more. The death of my beloved sister, truly
ripped my heart apart and I have been completely crushed by my feeling of solitude. My only
consolation is that my time is limited. In fact, without my sister’s tenderness, I have no appetite
for life anymore. I have Marcelle, and I have Emma, who was with my sister until the end,
nursing her day and night; there are friends whom she saw with pleasure, there are others whom
she loved like you, one of her favorites—but most often it’s the solitude with the memories that
make my heart painfully throb.
I am here with Marcelle and her close ones and in a few days Marcelle and I will meet
Emma who has a small house in Megève in the Alps. From there, we’ll go to Paris where I
promised I would see a few friends and on October 1st, I fly back to N.Y.
It would indeed be marvelous to take a trip together. But, my dear Helen, you forget that
I’m going to be 86 years old in a few days. What will tomorrow be? Well, who will live, who
will see… I hope to see you for Christmas. If you have to play Beethoven 4th Concerto (there is
only one Beethovenian cadenza, the one by Saint-Saëns. Even the one by Busoni is not good…) I
didn’t see Etude nor Passe-Temps, I think this small journal may have disappeared. I’ll keep you
posted.
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I saw the changes made at Rollins. You find them interesting. By all means, the departure
of this pretentious Honaas is a good thing. He seemed out of place… I hope they didn’t touch
your post: where could one find better than you? Without flattering you—I love you too much
for that—you have the intelligence, the talent, the knowledge, the necessary qualities to make a
true professor… I saw in Paris, at the lunch I was invited to at the Conservatoire, rampant
mediocrity, jealousy, ridiculous vanity… I saw how rare are professors. And because Marcelle
has the same qualities as you, she is very successful in Lyon. I am getting to your thought of
changing. It’s only on America that you could find an interesting change. In Canada, in Toronto
or elsewhere, there are not many interesting students, and there are a large number of mediocre
teachers: they’re Canadians. The good positions are taken. As far as France is concerned, there is
only Paris and Lyon. I told you what I thought about Paris and its Conservatoire, so degraded, so
different from the beautiful school it used to be. A foreigner wouldn’t know how to get in… At
any rate, an American school, meaning a great school like Curtis, would be interesting for you.
And when I hear how lessons are held there, I wonder if people are mad or deaf. But we can talk
about this when I have the pleasure of seeing you.
I am sure that Mr. Homer had an interesting conversation with you about Schweitzer. S.
is not well known in France. But in America, there is, little by little, a true Schweitzerian
literature. He must be surprised. Since his last long letter for Christmas, I don’t have any news
from him and I’m afraid I won’t see him.
You surely own the only copy that still exists of Czerny’s Method… Everything in it is
interesting, in particular everything concerning Beethoven. I wonder if the stupid and selfimportant Schnabel has ever read Czerny. If he had, he wouldn’t have dared publishing his
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edition, a monument of vanity and puerility. I am so glad your mother is doing better: I think
about your worry for her, about the hardness of your life and your career and I am sad.
I kiss you affectionately and thank you again for your letter. I. Philipp.
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Appendix 3: “Notes sur la fièvre interprétative.”
Partial reproduction of the manuscript of Lazare-Lévy’s speech pronounced for his inaugural
masterclass in Japan on October 23, 1950. Gift from Frédéric Gaussin.
This unpublished speech is the basis for much of the Chapter on Lazare-Lévy.
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Transcription of the French text:
La quasi-universalité du langage musical semble de plus en plus évidente. Cette
affirmation peut être appliquée non seulement aux écoles comme aux tendances les plus diverses
mais aussi à la musique de tous les peuples, de toutes les “races” etc.
Si peu familiarisé qu’il puisse être avec la musique occidentale, il n’est pas, je crois, un
seul être humain doué de quelque sensibilité qu’il puisse se méprendre sur le caractère sombre et
douloureux de la première partie de la Marche funèbre de Chopin et qui ne ressente la tendre
résignation, l’expression angélique consolante de la partie centrale de cette marche. Il ne se
méprendra pas davantage sur le caractère d’exubérante gaîté de la célèbre chanson napolitaine
Funiculi, funicula. Inversement, l’auditeur occidental le plus ignorant de la musique orientale ne
se trompera sans doute que bien rarement sur la nature des sentiments exprimés par cette
musique.
Il n’est nullement nécessaire d’être polyglotte pour sentir et comprendre les caractères
particuliers de la musique française, allemande, italienne, espagnole ou russe.
Ceci revient à dire que le nom d’“interprète” donné généralement aux exécutants est
impropre en bien des cas et incite à leur conférer une importance excessive dont ils usent et
abusent volontiers.
Rares sont parmi les solistes, et sans excepter les plus célèbres, ceux qui savent résister à
ce que l’on pourrait appeler leur démon intérieur, cette force obscure qui les entraîne à se soucier
par trop de leur personnalité et les éloigne dangereusement des textes que le premier devoir d’un
musicien est de respecter.
Je n’ai jamais cessé de m’opposer à cette tendance, de lutter, au risque de m’attirer
d’assez vifs reproches, contre cet excès et sans doute ai-je pu blesser certaines vanités pour avoir
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osé critiquer quelques idoles. Mais rien ne peut me détourner de la voie qui me semble la plus
sûre. L’incomparable Pablo Casals n’a cessé d’affirmer que la première vertu d’un exécutant est
l’impersonnalité.
Ceci ne veut pas dire que la personnalité soit haïssable, mais qu’elle n’a de réelle valeur
que si elle est inconsciente.
Il faut, pour être équitable, reconnaître que les interprètes ne sont pas les seuls
responsables. Les critiques et une grande partie du public ne sont pas ennemis des excès
auxquels certains d’entre eux se livrent.
En faisant appel à mes souvenirs de jeunesse, je constate une aggravation du mal que je
viens de signaler. Certes on ne jouait pas mieux en 1900 que de nos jours. Je puis même affirmer
que les exécutions étaient autrefois moins impeccables qu’actuellement. Ce qui, il y a cinquante
ans, émerveillait un auditoire a cessé de l’étonner, mais je crois, à tort peut-être, que la
simplicité, le naturel sont devenus plus rares… et ainsi plus rarement appréciés qu’autrefois.
La “fièvre interprétative” est une maladie relativement récente. Elle était bénigne avant la
diffusion d’éditions trop abondamment commentées dont certaines sont utiles, sans doute, mais
dont d’autres semblent avoir pour objet de proposer ou d’imposer sans modestie les propres
conceptions du réviseur.
C’est Victor Hugo je crois, qui, exaspéré par la façon dont certain compositeur mettait ses
poésies en musique s’écriait : “Défense de déposer de la musique au bas de ce vers.” On imagine
aisément Chopin ou Schumann, s’écriant en lisant les indigestes commentaires de leurs réviseurs,
“Défense de déposer de la prose au bas de ces notes.”
Je ne mets pas en doute la culture, l’intelligence de certains réviseurs. Leur édition puisée
aux meilleures sources, leur expérience aussi peuvent aider les exécutants jeunes ou vieux.
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Je leur reproche seulement de na pas s’oublier, d’étaler avec trop de complaisance les
trésors de leur érudition, les charmes d’une éloquence parfois douteuse et la richesse quelque peu
ampoulée de leur vocabulaire.
Il n’est pas rare de rencontrer chez nombre de solistes une connaissance fort étendue des
conditions d’ordre poétique, des tendances psychologiques, du “climat ” pour employer un mot
en honneur aujourd’hui dans lesquels Chopin composa tel ou tel chef d’œuvre.
Mais leurs exécutions révèlent trop souvent qu’ils ignorent ou méprisent la pure, la
merveilleuse musicalité de leur auteur. Ils ne semblent guère se douter que Bach ou Mozart
étaient des maîtres, ses dieux, et que l’immortel Clavecin bien tempéré…

English translation:
The quasi-universality of the musical language seems to be more and more evident. This
affirmation can be applied not only to schools and diverse trends, but also to the music of all
nations, of all “races” etc.
As unfamiliar as one can be with occidental music, I don’t believe there is any sensitive
human being who could misinterpret the somber and painful character of Chopin’s Funeral
March and who wouldn’t feel the tender resignation, the angelic and consoling expression of the
middle section of this march. One couldn’t possibly misinterpret the exuberant and joyous
character of the famous Neapolitan song Funiculi, funicula either. Conversely, the occidental
listener who is most ignorant of oriental music will most likely rarely be mistaken on the nature
of the sentiments expressed by this music.
It is absolutely unnecessary to be polyglot in order to feel and understand the particular
characters of French, German, Italian, Spanish or Russian music.
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That is to say that the name “interpreter” generally given to performers, is not appropriate
in many cases and is an incentive to bestow upon them an excessive importance that they use and
easily abuse.
There are only very few soloists, even among the most famous ones, who know how to
resist what we could call their inner demon, this obscure force that leads them to overly care
about their personality and to dangerously estrange themselves from the texts, which any
musician’s primary duty is to respect.
I never stopped resisting this trend, I never stopped fighting against this excess, even if it
meant risking being criticized, and perhaps have I hurt the pride of some along the way, for
having criticized certain idols. But nothing could divert me from the path that seems to be the
surest. The incomparable Pablo Casals always said that the first virtue of a musician is
impersonality.
This doesn’t mean that personality is despicable, but it means that it only has real value if
it is unconscious.
In order to be fair, one must not only blame the performer. Critics and a large portion of
the public are not against the excess that some performers display.
Thinking back to my youth, I see that the trend I have just described has become worse.
Granted, people didn’t play better in 1900 than they do nowadays. I could actually say that
performances from that time were less impeccable than they are today. What would have
astounded an audience fifty years ago has stopped stunning them, but I think, maybe wrongly,
that the simplicity, the naturalness, have become scarcer…and less appreciated than in the past.

231

The “Interpretative Fever” is a relatively new disease. It was benign before the spread of
editions that are too heavily commented, some being useful perhaps, but others only seem to care
to propose or impose, without any modesty, the personal conceptions of the editor.
I believe Victor Hugo was exasperated by the way certain composers put his poetry into
music and he exclaimed: “Forbidden to set music at the bottom of these verses.” One can easily
imagine Chopin or Schumann, reading the indigestible commentary of their editors: “Forbidden
to set prose at the bottom of these notes.”
I don’t doubt the culture and intelligence of some revisers. Their editions are drawn from
the best sources, and their experience can help young and old performers.
I only fault them for not forgetting themselves and for laying with too much complacency
the treasures of their erudition, the charms of an eloquence that is sometimes questionable, and
the somewhat pompous richness of their vocabulary.
It is not unusual to meet many soloists with a vast knowledge of the poetic conditions, the
psychological tendencies, the “climate”—to use a fashionable word—under which Chopin
composed this or that masterpiece.
But their performances too often reveal that they ignore or dismiss the pure, marvelous
musicality of their authors. They don’t seem to recognize that Bach and Mozart were his masters,
his Gods, and that the immortal Well Tempered Clavier…
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